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Abstract
This paper develops and tests a comprehensive psychological model of how narrative messages persuade. 
In this model, perceived realism and perceived similarity are considered as the antecedents of narrative en-
gagement variables. There are three forms of narrative engagement, transportation, identification, and para-
social interaction, which are conceptualized as the primary mediating mechanisms. Message elaboration 
and psychological reactance are proposed as the secondary mediating mechanisms. A web-based study 
(N = 374) was conducted to test this complex model. Four video clips on sexual health topics from well-
known television series were used as the stimuli. Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) analyses showed 
that perceived realism and perceived similarity were antecedents of narrative engagement. There was con-
ceptual overlap between the narrative engagement variables, but they remained distinct from each other. 
There was no unique effect on persuasion from parasocial interaction. There was evidence for direct effects 
on persuasion from transportation and identification, as well as their indirect effects through reducing psy-
chological reactance. However, message elaboration was found to be negatively associated with message 
perception. Implications for narrative communication in general and future studies were discussed. 
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1	 Introduction

There has been increasing interest in the 
role of narratives in persuasion and health 
communication. Narratives can be de-
fined as symbolic representation of cohe-
sive and coherent events with an identifi-
able structure (Bilandzic & Busselle, 2013), 
which are bounded in space and time, 
and contain implicit or explicit messages 
about the topics being addressed (Kreuter 
et al., 2007). Narrative communication can 
be in the form of literature, storytelling, 
entertainment education, journalism, tes-
timonials, etc. Not all narratives are per-
suasive in nature. Narratives in the forms 
of literature and storytelling have little to 
do with persuasion due to the lack of both 
persuasive advocacy and intention. Narra-
tives in entertainment can be strategically 
designed such that health and educational 

information can be embedded in the story 
plots, with implicit intent to persuade. On 
the other hand, the persuasive arguments 
and advocacy in commercial advertise-
ments as well as public service announce-
ments (PSAs), which are with clear intent 
to persuade, can be presented in the form 
of narratives. 

Therefore, narrative communication 
can vary in two dimensions: 1) proportion 
of entertainment vs. educational/health 
information, and 2)  intent to persuade 
ranging from implicit to explicit. Narra-
tive persuasive messages are therefore 
broader than, and distinct from narrative 
evidence (i.e., personal testimonies) as 
contrasted with statistical evidence in the 
study of persuasion. Recent meta-analyses 
(Braddock & Dillard, 2016; Shen, Sheer, & 
Li, 2015; van Laer, Ruyter, Visconti,  & 
Wetzels, 2014) have confirmed the pos-
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itive impact of narratives on persuasion 
outcomes including beliefs, attitudes, and 
intentions.

Lately the focus of attention in nar-
rative communication research has shift-
ed to the psychological mechanisms that 
underlie the impact of narrative messages 
(Bilandzic  & Busselle, 2013). Researchers 
have investigated a host of mechanisms 
underlying narrative effects, including 
story appraisal (i.e., how representation 
of stories or story kernels are processed, 
Berger  & Lee, 2011), transportation (i.e., 
being immersed in the narrative, Green & 
Brock, 2002), and identification (i.e., per-
spective-taking, experience sharing, and 
connecting with the characters, Cohen, 
2001). Bilandzic and Busselle (2013) iden-
tified the most convincing mechanisms as 
the ability of narrative messages to mini-
mize various forms of resistance by mak-
ing the intent to persuade more implicit 
through para-social interactions with the 
characters, and through the audience’s lik-
ing or identification with the characters. In 
their review of the literature, Bilandzic and 
Busselle called for more research on these 
underlying psychological mechanisms to 
better understand the precise nature and 
forms of narrative engagement as the me-
diators of narrative effects. 

Coming from different theoretical per-
spectives, the majority of existing studies 
on narrative communication have investi-
gated only some of these identified mech-
anisms as causal antecedents of narrative 
effects. While such studies have advanced 
scholars’ understandings of why narrative 
messages are persuasive, they are also with 
limitations. First, by leaving out some other 
potential mechanisms, the unique contri-
bution of each factor under investigation 
cannot be assessed because the different 
mechanisms tend to be associated with 
each other due to conceptual overlap. Sec-
ond, these overlooked factors constitute 
potential alternative explanations; hence, 
internal validity might be questionable 
when they are not controlled for in data 
analyses. Third, only studying some of the 
mechanisms gives a partial picture, which 
would sometimes cast doubts, rather than 
shed light on the nature and form of the 

underlying mechanisms. This is due to the 
issue of endogeneity, which occurs when 
potential predictors of the outcome vari-
able are omitted in data collection and/
or analyses, leading to biases and fallacies 
in causal inferences (Antonakis, Benda-
han, Jacquart, & Lalive, 2010). The primary 
goals of this paper were to answer the call 
from Bilandzic and Busselle (2013), and to 
conduct a more comprehensive study of 
the identified psychological mechanisms 
of narrative communication, situated in 
a nomological network that consisted of 
their antecedents and outcomes. The an-
tecedents would be the combination of 
message features and audience character-
istics (e.g., perceived realism and similar-
ity between characters and viewers). We 
propose that upon exposure to narrative 
messages, individuals are engaged in var-
ious forms of narrative engagement that 
constitute the primary mechanisms un-
derpinning narrative persuasion (i.e., in-
cluding identification, transportation, and 
parasocial interaction), which have direct 
effects on persuasion outcomes. In turn, 
these narrative engagement variables also 
have indirect effects on persuasion via 
message elaboration and (overcoming) re-
sistance, which form the secondary mech-
anisms of narrative effects. 

2	 A conceptual model of narrative 
persuasion effects

2.1	 Antecedents of narrative persuasion
There are many different approaches to the 
nature and forms of narrative engagement. 
Despite all differences, there is scientific 
consensus on their antecedents. Scholars 
agree that two factors play a crucial role: 
Perceived realism and similarity between 
the receiver and characters portrayed in 
the narrative. Existing conceptualizations 
of the perceived realism construct suggest 
a multi-dimensional structure (Hall, 2003; 
Shapiro & Chock, 2003). Cho, Shen, and 
Wilson (2014) provided some empirical ev-
idence for the multi-dimensionality. Exist-
ing theories and empirical evidence sug-
gest that realism is associated with various 
forms of narrative engagement. Realistic 
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media representations that are authen-
tic and true to real life are generally more 
engaging than nonrealistic ones (Busselle 
& Bilandzic, 2008). Realistic portrayal of 
characters and events might influence 
narrative engagement in multiple ways. 
First, they can serve as exemplars, which 
facilitate processing of media information 
as well as identification with the message 
(Zillmann, 2002). Second, realistic mes-
sages can activate empathic responses, in 
which recipients share the perspective and 
emotions of, and identified with, the char-
acters (Campbell & Babrow, 2004; Shen, 
2010). Third, realistic media messages 
also result in more transportation, which 
is a state of immersion into the narrative 
consisting of attention, imagery, and feel-
ings (Green, 2004; van Laer et al., 2014). 
Fourth, there was also a positive associa-
tion between realism and parasocial rela-
tionships (Schiappa, Allen, & Gregg, 2007). 
Results from Cho et al. (2014) showed that 
the impact from the sub-dimensions of 
perceived realism might be variable; how-
ever, as a whole, they had a joint impact on 
narrative engagement in the form of iden-
tification and emotional involvement, and 
message evaluation. Hence, it was predict-
ed that:

	 H1: Perceived realism is positively as-
sociated with narrative engagement 
including: H1a) identification, H1b) 
transportation, and H1c) parasocial in-
teraction. 

Similarity (between the viewer and char-
acters) is believed to be another deter-
minant of narrative engagement. What 
is similar between the audience and the 
protagonists in the message is not limited 
to their appearance or demographic infor-
mation (Oatley, 1996), but also includes 
experience, past and present. Common 
and shared experiences make it easier for 
the recipients to empathize with the com-
municator/characters, to play act, and to 
have an imaginative and vicarious expe-
rience. There is evidence that similarity 
leads to identification (Fisher, 1998; Mur-
phy, Frank, Chaterjee, & Baezconde-Gar-
banati, 2013), liking (Selfhout, Denissen, 

Branje, & Meeus, 2009), parasocial inter-
action (Rubin & McHugh, 1987; Turner, 
1993), transportation, and stronger emo-
tional involvement (Murphy et al., 2013; 
van Laer et al., 2014). Moreover, similarity 
also increases empathic responses such 
as behavior mimicry (Gueguen & Martin, 
2009), contagious yawning (Campbell & de 
Waal, 2011), and neural correlates of em-
pathy (Hall & Woods, 2006). Along this line 
of argument, it was predicted that:

	 H2: Perceived similarity is positively 
associated with narrative engagement: 
H2a) identification, H2b) transporta-
tion, and H2c) parasoical interaction. 

2.2	 Mediating variables of narrative 
persuasion

Multiple psychological factors have been 
proposed as the mechanisms that under-
lie the impact from narrative communica-
tion. Recent reviews (Bilandzic & Busselle, 
2013; Kreuter et al., 2007) concurred upon 
the following: transportation, identifi-
cation, parasocial interaction, message 
elaboration, and reduction of resistance. 
Transportation, identification, and para-
social interaction are mechanisms in 
which an audience member connects to 
the narrative and characters (Green, 2007). 
These three forms of engagement involve 
characters, and distinguish processing 
of narrative messages from non-narra-
tive ones; hence, they are considered as 
the primary mechanisms. Message elab-
oration and resistance reduction are the 
immediate consequences of the primary 
mechanisms in narrative processing, but 
not unique to processing of narrative mes-
sages; therefore, they are considered as the 
secondary mechanisms. Combined, these 
factors are the immediate causal anteced-
ents to persuasive outcomes from narra-
tive messages.

Transportation. Through transporta-
tion individuals can take part in the narra-
tive as if they were present in the depicted 
world. Once transported, the message re-
cipient is immersed in the narrative, and 
temporarily engages in an experience for-
eign or unfamiliar from the norm. During 
this experiential state, a person has de-
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creased self-awareness and converges to 
the story, fully focusing on the narrative it-
self (Appel & Richter, 2010; Green & Brock, 
2000). They concentrate on the events of 
the story and focus all mental capacities 
on the current affairs taking place in the 
narrative (Green & Brock, 2000). Since the 
transportation process causes an indi-
vidual to converge with the narrative, the 
viewer’s beliefs become more susceptible 
to information presented in the narrative 
(Appel & Richter, 2010); hence, transporta-
tion leads to more persuasion and/or me-
dia effects (Escalas, 2004a; Green & Brock, 
2000; Green et al., 2004). The meta-analy-
sis by van Laer et al. (2014) confirmed the 
positive impact from transportation on 
such outcomes as belief, attitude, and in-
tention. Therefore, it was predicted that:

	 H3a: Transportation has a positive and 
direct effect on persuasion.

Transportation can also facilitate per-
suasion indirectly. Transportation is be-
lieved to influence cognitive responses to 
the narrative. Cognitive responses to the 
narrative might be analyzed along two 
dimensions: target and valence. Cogni-
tive responses could be directed at the 
entertainment information (i.e., the sto-
ry), or the education information (i.e., the 
embedded advocacy) (Fisch, 2000). They 
can be favorable (i.e., positive) thoughts, 
neutral (i.e., non-evaluative) thoughts, 
or counter-arguments (i.e., negative) 
(Cacioppo  & Petty, 1981). The Extended 
ELM model (Slater  & Rouner, 2002), the 
Transportation-Imagery-Model (Green  & 
Brock, 2000), and the Entertainment Over-
coming Resistance Model (EORM, Moy-
er-Gusé, 2008; Moyer-Gusé  & Nabi, 2010) 
all suggest that once transported, individ-
uals would perceive the narrative as more 
relevant and related to their own experi-
ences/lives, which, according to the dual 
process models (Petty  & Cacioppo, 1986; 
Chaiken, Liberman, & Eagly, 1989), would 
increase narrative-related and positive re-
sponses. Zillmann’s (2002) exemplification 
theory also suggests that the characters 
and their experiences presented in the 
narrative constitute exemplars, which are 

more elemental and concrete rather than 
complex and abstract; hence, they are 
more attention-grabbing and processed in 
a more effortful manner than a non-nar-
rative absent of exemplars. In other words, 
they result in enhanced message elabo-
ration. On the other hand, since the mes-
sage recipients would be preoccupied with 
processing the narrative, they would be 
less able and less motivated to scrutinize; 
hence reduction in counterarguments. 

Empirical evidence regarding the 
impact of transportation on cognitive re-
sponses has been rather mixed. Results 
from Escalas (2007) showed that transpor-
tation actually reduced elaboration in that 
the persuasive impact of weak arguments 
was no different from strong arguments. 
On the other hand, Krakowiak and Oliver 
(2012) found transportation led to a higher 
level of cognitive enjoyment. The pattern 
was similar for counterarguments. Green 
and Brock (2000) found that transporta-
tion reduced scrutiny during the task of 
identifying/circling false notes. There was 
also such evidence from thought-listing 
data (Escalas, 2004a). On the other hand, 
Moyer-Gusé and Nabi (2010) found that 
transportation actually increased coun-
terarguments measured by self-report Lik-
ert scale data. Such inconsistent findings 
might have been due to the nuances in the 
operationalization of message elabora-
tion and counterarguments. Taking care of 
such nuances, van Laer et al. (2014) sug-
gested that it might be more appropriate 
to separate cognitive responses related 
to the story versus the critical responses. 
Their meta-analyses showed that trans-
portation had a positive and significant 
impact on narrative-related cognitive 
thought, but a significant negative impact 
on critical thought (i.e., scrutiny). Based 
on both theory and empirical evidence, it 
was predicted that:

	 H3b: Transportation has an indirect 
positive effect on persuasion by reduc-
ing counterarguments. 

	 H3c: Transportation is positively asso-
ciated with message elaboration, which 
facilitates persuasion.
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Identification. Identification as a narrative 
mechanism involves understanding the 
narrative, adopting the characters’ per-
spective, following their experiences, and 
relating to and connecting with the char-
acters (Cohen, 2001). It facilitates a vicar-
ious and imaginative experience of what 
happened to the characters (Bilandzic & 
Busselle, 2013). There are multiple ways 
in which identification facilitates narrative 
effects. First, Social Cognitive Theory (Ban-
dura, 2001) suggests that identification of-
fers an opportunity of vicarious learning 
and thus increases perceived self-efficacy. 
Second, identification is considered as 
one of the forms in which opinion change 
occurs (Kelman, 1961). Third, identifica-
tion mediates celebrity effects and media 
effects in general (e.g., Basil, 1996; Cohen, 
2001; Hoffner, & Buchanan, 2005; Igartua, 
2010; Moyer-Gusé, Chung, & Jain, 2011). 
Therefore, it was predicted that:

	 H4a: Identification has a positive and 
direct effect on persuasion.

Like transportation, identification can 
also have an indirect effect on persuasion 
outcomes. As identification “internalizes” 
the narrative, audience members tend to 
perceive the message as more relevant and 
related to their own lives and experienc-
es (Cohen, 2001; Slater & Rouner, 2002). 
That is, identification increases personal 
involvement, which stimulates message 
elaboration (see Escalas, 2007). There has 
been empirical evidence for this impact 
of identification on message elaboration 
(Escalas, 2004b; Igartua, 2010). Internal-
ization of the narrative suggests that the 
receivers are more likely to understand 
and adopt the perspective, arguments, 
evidence, and logical reasoning presented 
in the narrative. In other words, the receiv-
ers’ cognitive responses will be positive in 
valence and they tend to agree with, and 
yield to the narrative. That is, the cognitive 
elaboration associated with identification 
tends to be positive in valence (Escalas, 
2004b; Igartua, 2010). Such positive cog-
nitive responses reduce biased processing 
and decrease counterarguments (Dal Cin, 

Zanna, & Fong, 2004). Along this line of ar-
gument, it was predicted that:

	 H4b: Identification has an indirect pos-
itive effect on persuasion by reducing 
counterarguments. 

	 H4c: Identification is positively associ-
ated with message elaboration, which 
facilitates persuasion.

Parasocial Interaction. Parasocial inter-
action refers to the interaction between 
an audience member and the characters 
in the narrative, which forms a pseu-
do-relationship (Moyer-Gusé, 2008). Such 
pseudo-relationships might have similar 
features of real ones (e.g., voluntary en-
try, companionship, and social attraction, 
Perse & Rubin, 1989), but they are not re-
ciprocal, and might just be wishful (e.g., 
Hoffner & Buchanan, 2005). Due to social 
attraction (Perse & Rubin, 1989), attach-
ment (Cohen, 2001), and affective dispo-
sition (i.e., the disposition toward charac-
ters through moral judgment of motives 
and conduct, Zillmann & Knobloch, 2001) 
involved in a parasocial relationship, el-
evated parasocial interaction is believed 
to have a positive impact on narrative ef-
fects (see Schiappa, Allen, & Gregg, 2007). 
Hence it was predicted that:

	 H5a: Parasocial interaction has a posi-
tive and direct effect on persuasion.

The extant theories and models of nar-
rative communication do not offer clear 
guidance regarding the impact of paraso-
cial interaction on message elaboration. 
On one hand, since the focus of parasocial 
interaction tends to be the characters in 
the narrative, rather than the content, it 
can be expected that parasocial interaction 
would not result in processing of evidence, 
argument, or logical reasoning (i.e., high 
message elaboration), instead, features of 
the characters will be processed, which 
tends to be superficial and less effortful. 
There is evidence that audience mem-
ber’s connecting with and relating to the 
characters produce more associative pro-
cessing (i.e., developing and maintaining 
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cognitive connections between objects) 
and reduced message elaboration (e.g., 
Shen, 2010). On the other hand, the af-
fective, cognitive, and behavior processes 
involved in parasocial interaction includ-
ing attention, comprehension, knowledge 
activation, evaluation, and social com-
parison can be quite intense (Schramm & 
Hartmann, 2008). Consequently, paraso-
cial interaction should increase message 
elaboration. Regardless of the depth of 
message processing, due to the social at-
traction, attachment, and affective dispo-
sition, such cognitive responses tend to 
be positive in valence. Therefore, we ad-
vanced a hypothesis:

	 H5b: Parasocial interaction has an in-
direct positive effect on persuasion by 
reducing counterarguments. 

Against this background, a research ques-
tion arises: 

	 RQ: What is the impact of parasocial in-
teraction on message elaboration?

The nature of narrative communication 
and the various forms a narrative message 
might take mean that persuasion inten-
tion is not always present or explicit in the 
message. Regardless of the narrative form 
or explicitness of persuasion intent in the 
message, scholars have proposed that 
narratives help overcome resistance (Dal 
Cin et al., 2004; Moyer-Gusé, 2008; Moy-
er-Gusé & Nabi, 2010). In addition to more 
implicit intent to persuade, various forms 
of narrative engagement tend to decrease 
perceived threat to freedom, hence miti-
gate reactance (J. Brehm, 1966; S. Brehm & 
J. Brehm, 1981). First, to the degree indi-
viduals are transported into the narrative, 
they tend to internalize the information 
and arguments presented because they 
are now part of the narrative. As a result, 
individuals are less likely to experience 
less perceived control or manipulation. 
Second, identification with the characters 
and the narrative means that individuals 
would consider the information as more 
relevant and internal rather than exter-
nal; which also reduces perceived threat 

to freedom and reactance (Steensma & 
Erkel, 1999). Third, due to social attraction 
and affinity, parasocial interaction with 
characters makes the message seem less 
authoritative, less controlling, and more 
acceptable (Moyer-Gusé & Nabi, 2010). 

The EORM model (Moyer-Gusé, 2008; 
Moyer-Gusé & Nabi, 2010) suggests that 
there are three forms of resistance: reac-
tance, counterarguments, and reduction 
in perceived vulnerability to a health risk. 
Counterarguments are considered as part 
of the reactance construct (e.g., Dillard & 
Shen, 2005), which was confirmed by the 
obtained reduced model in Moyer-Gusé 
and Nabi (2010). In the realm of risk com-
munication, perceived vulnerability might 
be conceptually closer to risk perception 
itself (i.e., persuasion outcome), rather 
than (reduced) resistance to persuasion. 
The relevance of perceived vulnerability to 
a risk might be further reduced beyond the 
scope of narrative risk communication. 
Along this line of argument, we focused on 
psychological reactance operationalized 
as the combination of counterarguments 
and anger. Therefore, the following hy-
pothesis was predicted:

	 H6: Narrative engagement variables are 
negatively associated with psychologi-
cal reactance.

Overall, we advanced a model where fea-
tures of narrative messages function as 
antecedents to the primary mechanisms 
(identification, transportation, and para-
social interaction), which have direct and 
indirect effects (through the secondary 
mechanisms of message elaboration and 
reducing resistance) on persuasion out-
comes. Since counterarguments can be 
considered as a form of resistance, it is 
subsumed by the construct of resistance/
reactance. Figure 1 presents a conceptual 
diagram of the model that summarizes the 
hypotheses and the research question. 
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3	 Method

3.1	 Participants and procedure
Participants were 374  undergraduate stu-
dents enrolled in introductory communi-
cation classes at the University of Georgia 
in the United States. Participation in the 
study either fulfilled students’ course re-
quirement or earned them a small portion 
of extra credit. The participants ranged 
in age from 18  to 27  years (M = 19.64, 
SD = 1.34), with 76.9% describing them-
selves as white/Caucasian, 9.4% as of Asian 
descent, 3.0% as of Hispanic descent, 8.9% 
as of African descent and 1.6% as other. 
Two participants failed to disclose their 
race. Fifty-four percent reported their sex 
as female and 46% as male. Participants 
signed and dated consent forms before 
they were randomly assigned to watch one 
of the four video clips. At the end of the 
video clip, the participants completed the 
questionnaire, including a thought-listing 
task. They were debriefed and their ques-
tions answered if they had any. The data 
collection sessions lasted no more than 30 
minutes.

3.2	 Stimuli messages 
In order to test the conceptual model, a 
certain amount of variance with respect to 
the narrative engagement variables is nec-
essary. We therefore adopted four video 
clips from So and Nabi (2013), which were 
clips from Entourage, Sex and the City, and 

Grey’s Anatomy. These clips had been edit-
ed from the original aired version to spe-
cifically focus on the periods when char-
acters were enacting or discussing sexual 
health. Each edited video was around nine 
minutes in length. The appendix presents 
synopses of the video clips. These four 
narratives varied in two dimensions: 1) 
gender of the main character (Male: Eric in 
Entourage and George in Grey’s Anatomy 
vs. female: Miranda and Samantha in Sex 
and the City) and 2) Sexually transmitted 
diseases (STDs) symptoms (present: Mi-
randa in Sex and the City and George in 
Grey’s Anatomy vs. absent: Eric in Entou-
rage and Samantha in Sex and the City). 
In a sense, this was an experimental 2 x 2 
between-subjects design, with the main 
character’s gender and STD symptoms as 
the manipulations. However, in this study 
we were not interested in the experimental 
manipulations, but rather to produce data 
with a certain amount of variances in dif-
ferent aspects of the narrative messages, 
and variances in the narrative engagement 
variables. 

3.3	 Measures
Confirmatory factor analyses were per-
formed for each of the multi-item mea-
sures. Results showed that they were all 
uni-dimensional. All measures utilized 1–5 
Likert scale items (1 = strongly disagree and 
5 = strongly agree) unless specified other-
wise. 

Figure 1:	 Conceptual model for the mechanisms underlying narrative effects

Antecedents to 
narrative effects:
1. Perceived realism 
2. Similarity 

Primary mechanisms:
1. Identification
2. Transportation
3. Parasocial Interaction

Persuasion 
outcomes

Secondary mechanisms:
1. Elaboration
2. Resistance
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Perceived realism. Perceived realism 
of narrative messages was measured by 
five items. Sample items included “The 
events presented in the video can actually 
happen in the real world” and “The situ-
ation described in the video is realistic.” 
Responses to these items were averaged 
into a composite score (M = 3.89, SD = 0.77, 
α = .79).

Perceived similarity. Perceived sim-
ilarity was measured by four 1–5 point 
scale items (1 = Not at all Similar to 5 = Very 
Similar). Participants were asked to judge 
the similarity between themselves and the 
characters regarding life style, daily ex-
perience, ways of interacting with other 
people, and sexual behavior. Responses 
to these items were averaged to form an 
overall measure of perceived similarity 
(M = 2.15, SD = 0.94, α = .84).

Transportation. Transportation was 
assessed by Green & Brock’s (2000) scale. 
Sample items included “While I was 
watching the clip, I could picture myself in 
the scene of the clip,” and “activity around 
me was on my mind.” Responses to these 
items were average into a composite score 
(M = 3.29, SD = 0.59, α = .69).

Identification. Identification was as-
sessed using Cohen’s (2001) scale. Ten 
items were used to measure the construct. 
Example items included “I tend to under-
stand the reasons why the characters felt 
the way they did” and “When the charac-
ters succeeded I felt joy; when they failed 
I felt sad.” Responses to these items were 
averaged into a composite score (M = 3.15, 
SD = 0.72, α = .83).

Parasocial interaction. Parasocial 
interaction was assessed using thir-
teen items developed by Schramm and 
Hartmann (2008) (1 = Strongly Disagree to 
5 = Strongly Agree). The perceptual-cogni-
tive response exemplar questions includ-
ed “Occasionally, I wondered if the char-
acters were similar to me or not?” and “I 
kept wondering if I know persons that are 
similar to the characters?” The affective re-
sponse sample questions included “Some-
times I really loved the character for what 
s/he did” and “If the character felt bad, I 
felt bad as well.” The behavioral response 
questions included “Sometimes I felt like 

speaking out” and “Occasionally, I said 
something on impulse.” Confirmatory 
factor analyses yielded a uni-dimensional 
structure after four items were dropped, 
resulting in a nine-item scale (M = 3.15, 
SD = 0.68, α = .77).

Perceived threat to freedom. Perceived 
threat to freedom was measured by four 
items (Dillard & Shen, 2005). Example 
items included “The message threatened 
my freedom to choose” and “The message 
tried to make a decision for me.” Reponses 
to these items were averaged into a com-
posite score (M = 1.74, SD = 0.78, α = .85).

Psychological reactance. Psycholog-
ical reactance was measured as the com-
bination of anger and negative cognition 
(measures discussed below). The bivariate 
correlation between the two was: r = .25, 
p < .001. The z-scores of anger and nega-
tive cognition were combined to create 
the score for psychological reactance. This 
construct was positively and significantly 
associated with perceived threat to free-
dom (r = .20, p < .001). This significant cor-
relation demonstrated that the reactance 
measure was valid (Quick  & Stephenson, 
2007). 

Cognitive responses. Four coders, who 
were unaware of the hypotheses, received 
about 9 hours of training before they start-
ed coding 20% of the thought-listing data. 
Reliabilities were checked with this por-
tion of the data only. The remainder of the 
data were divided among the four coders 
and coded by one person only. Coding 
procedures took place in four steps. First, 
the coders divided the data into psycho-
logical thought units. Guetzkow’s U was 
around .02 for this step. Second, coders 
judged whether the units were cogni-
tive or affective using a list of emotional 
words from Shaver, Schwartz, Kirson and 
O’Connor’s (1987) study. Whenever those 
words appeared in a thought unit, it was 
considered as affective. Krippendorff’s 
alpha was .78 for this step. Third, rele-
vance of cognitive thoughts toward mes-
sage were coded. Relevant thoughts were 
those related to message (i.e., content or 
delivery), or addressing risk of STD, while 
irrelevant thoughts were unrelated to the 
message or task. Krippendorff’s alpha was 
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.73 for this step. Fourth, the valence of 
thought units was coded as positive, nega-
tive, or neutral. Positive thoughts were de-
fined as units expressing liking toward the 
message, agreement with message or mes-
sage source, approval of intention to wear 
a condom or getting tested, disapproval 
of risky sex behaviors, and perceived im-
pact from the message. Negative thoughts 
were units that expressed disliking toward 
the message, disagreement with message 
or message source, perceived irrelevance, 
derogation of the source, lack of intention 
to wear a condom or to get tested, approv-
al of risky sex behavior, and perceived 
lack of impact from the message. Neutral 
thoughts were defined as non-evalua-
tive responses to the message. Krippen-
dorff’s alpha was .74 for this step. Note 
that the valenced cognitive responses 
were all censored in distribution: Positive 
thoughts had 35.1% of the cases clustered 
at 0 (M = 1.28, SD = 1.28), 40.5% of neu-
tral thoughts (M = 1.38, SD = 1.73) cases 
and 76.1% of negative thoughts (M = 0.36, 
SD = 0.79) cases were clustered at 0.

Anger. Anger was measured with four 
5-point scale items (0 = None of this feeling 
and 4 = A great deal of this feeling): irritated, 
angry, annoyed, and aggravated (Dillard & 
Shen, 2005). These items were averaged 
into an index for anger (M = 0.52, SD = 0.82, 
α = .86). It should be noted that 52% of the 
participants reported  0 (i.e., none of this 
feeling) for anger. 

Elaboration. Message elaboration was 
assessed with Reynold’s (1997) scale that 
consisted of 12 Likert scale items. Exam-
ple items included “While watching the 
video I attempted to analyze the issues in 
the message” and “While watching the vid-
eo I was deep in thought about the mes-
sage.” These items were averaged into an 
index for message elaboration such that 
higher scores indicated more elaboration 
(M = 3.38, SD = 0.65, α = .86). It should be 
noted that another way to measure mes-
sage elaboration was to take the sum of 
negative and positive thoughts. However, 
the disadvantage of this approach was its 
substantive association with the reactance 
measure since negative cognition was a 
linear component of reactance, which re-

sulted in multicollinearity. Therefore, the 
Reynold’s self-report measure was used in 
this study. The two forms of elaboration 
measure were positively and significantly 
correlated (r = .16, p = .004). This positive 
and significant correlation demonstrated 
multiple-form validity of the elaboration 
measure. Due to the censored distribu-
tion of cognitive response, we also exam-
ined the truncated regression coefficient 
(self-report onto thought-listing), which 
was substantially larger: β = .33, p = .01. 

Message perception. Message per-
ception was measured with nine 7-point 
semantic differential scale items: con-
vincing/not convincing, believable/unbe-
lievable, and not sensible/sensible. These 
items were averaged into an index such 
that higher scores indicated more positive 
perception (M = 3.47, SD = 1.01, α = .85).

Risk perception. Participants were 
asked to estimate their own STD risk us-
ing a percentage scale ranging from 0% 
(not at risk at all) to 100% (extremely high 
risk), with 10% increments (M = 19.21%, 
SD = 22.00%). The score was then trans-
formed (divided by 10) to a 0–10 scale to 
reduce heterogeneity. 

Behavioral intention. Behavioral in-
tention to get tested for STD within the 
next 6  months was measured by a single 
question that asked participants to pro-
vide a percentage estimate ranging from 
0% (Certain that I will not) to 100% (Cer-
tain that I will), with 10% increments 
(M =20.88%, SD = 20.94%). The score was 
then transformed (divided by 10) to a 0–10 
scale to reduce heterogeneity. 

Controlled covariates. Several vari-
ables were also measured as controlled 
variables in addition to the demograph-
ic variables. The participants were asked 
to report in the past year 1) if they have 
been sexually active (67% yes); if yes 2) 
how many sex partners they had (M = 1.85, 
SD = 3.07); 3) if they practiced safe sex (54% 
reported yes); and 4) if they got tested for 
STDs (16% reported yes).
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4	 Results

4.1	 Input data and SEM model 
specification

Since the hypotheses and the research 
question involved two exogenous vari-
ables, a set of mediating variables, and 
persuasion outcomes (message percep-
tion, risk perception and intention to get 
tested for STDs), the strategy of structural 
equation modeling (SEM) was adopted. 
Table 1 presents the means, standard de-
viations, and correlation matrix (with de-
mographic variables and the four covari-
ates partialled out) of the major variables. 
These data were entered to LISREL 8.80 as 
the input for the SEM analyses. Specifical-
ly, 1) realism and similarity were specified 
to have paths to transportation, identifica-
tion, and parasocial interaction. 2) Due to 
the conceptual closeness, transportation, 
identification, and parasocial interaction 
were allowed to correlate. 3) These three 
variables were specified to predict reac-
tance and message elaboration, and the 
persuasion outcomes (message percep-
tion, perceived risk, and intention to get 
tested). 4) Reactance and message elabo-
ration were specified to predict the three 
persuasion outcomes, but no association 
was allowed between the two. Finally, 5) 
message perception and perceived risk 
were specified to predict intention to get 
tested for STDs. 

4.2	 The obtained model
To evaluate the overall model fit, four in-
dices were considered: the Goodness of 

Fit Index (GFI), the Comparative Fit Index 
(CFI), the Root Mean Square Error of Ap-
proximation (RMSEA), and the Bayesian 
Information Criterion (BIC). BIC is con-
structed such that negative values provide 
evidence of model fit, while positive BIC 
values suggest problematic model fit. Dif-
ferences in BIC of 2 or more provide evi-
dence favoring one model (with the smaller 
BIC value) over another; 6 or more provide 
strong evidence; and 10 is taken to be very 
strong evidence for model improvement 
(Raftery, 1995). With nonsignificant paths 
removed, the original model did not fit to 
the data: χ2(25) = 213.59, p < .001, GFI = 0.91, 
CFI = 0.88, RMSEA = 0.13, BIC = 65.48. Two 
paths were added post hoc, but based 
on existing empirical evidence: A path 
from realism to message perception (Cho 
et al., 2014) and a path from similarity to 
perceived risk (So & Nabi, 2013). That re-
sulted in a model with acceptable fit to 
the data: χ2(23) = 84.24, p < .001, GFI = 0.96, 
CFI = 0.96, RMSEA = 0.08, BIC = –52.02. 
Figure  2 presents the standardized path 
coefficients in the obtained model. We 
turn to the path coefficients for hypothesis 
testing and answering the research ques-
tion. 

The first two hypotheses predicted that 
realism and similarity would be positively 
associated with the narrative engagement 
variables. The obtained model showed 
that realism had a positive and significant 
path to transportation (β = .11, p < .001), 
to identification (β = .27, p < .001), and to 
parasocial interaction (β = .27, p < .001). 
Therefore, H1 received support. Similarity 

Table 1:	 Means, standard deviations, and correlation matrix of variables (N = 374)

Variables Mean S.D. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

1. Transportation 3.27 0.60 1.00

2. Identification 3.15 0.70 .61 1.00

3. Parasocial interaction 3.15 0.70 .65 .62 1.00

4. Reactance 0.00 1.34 –.04 –.08 –.03 1.00

5. Elaboration 3.38 0.67 .56 .39 .41 .04 1.00

6. Message perception 3.53 0.96 .42 .41 .32 –.23 .04 1.00

7.Perceived risk 1.92 2.30 .18 .16 .17 .04 .05 .13 1.00

8. Intention to get tested 2.09 3.00 .12 .11 .06 .04 –.01 .11 .36 1.00

9. Realism 3.89 0.75 .31 .27 .17 –.25 .00 .61 .14 .09 1.00

10. Similarity 2.15 0.94 .26 .36 .35 –.07 –.04 .30 .29 .08 .19 1.00

7.Perceived
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also had a positive and significant path to 
transportation (β = .33, p < .001), to identi-
fication (β = .21, p < .001), and to parasocial 
interaction (β = .32, p < .001). H2 also re-
ceived support.

Hypotheses 3–6 and the research 
question were concerned with the di-
rect effect of various forms of narrative 
engagement on persuasion outcomes, 
and their indirect effects through coun-
terarguments and message elaboration. 
Recall that psychological reactance was 
measured as the combination of counter-
arguments and anger. This meant that hy-
potheses that involved counterarguments 
(H3b, H4b, and H5b) were subsumed by 
the hypothesis that involved reactance. 
Therefore, H3b–5b were tested with reac-
tance instead of counterarguments; and 
these three hypotheses combined suf-
ficed testing of H6. The obtained model 
showed that transportation had a posi-
tive and significant path to message per-
ception (β   = .26, p < .001) and to perceived 
risk (β = .11, p = .01), which in turn had 
positive paths to intention (β = .06, p = .04 
from message perception, and β = .36, 
p < .001 from perceived risk respectively). 

These paths demonstrated the direct ef-
fect from transportation on persuasion. 
H3a received support. There was no sig-
nificant path from transportation to psy-
chological reactance. H3b did not receive 
support. The path from transportation 
to message elaboration was positive and 
significant (β = .51, p < .001); and the path 
from message elaboration to message 
perception was negative and significant 
(β = –.18, p < .001). These two paths showed 
that transportation had an indirect effect 
on message perception through message 
elaboration, but it was in the opposite di-
rection predicted by H3c. Therefore, H3c 
did not receive support. 

There was a positive and significant 
path from identification to message per-
ception (β = .20, p < .001), but no significant 
path from identification to perceived risk. 
These results showed some, but not strong 
evidence for H4a. There was a negative 
and significant path from identification to 
reactance (β = –.08, p = .03), which in turn 
had a negative and significant impact on 
message perception (β = –.08, p = .03). H4b 
received support. There was a positive 
and significant path from identification to 

Figure 2:	 Standardized path coefficients in the obtained model
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message elaboration (β = .08, p = .03). Due 
to the negative impact of message elabo-
ration on message perception, H4c did not 
receive support. There was no significant 
path emerging from parasocial interac-
tion, which meant that H5a and H5b did 
not receive support, and there was no im-
pact from parasocial interaction on mes-
sage elaboration (RQ). Overall, only one of 
the three narrative engagement variables 
had a negative impact on psychological 
reactance; therefore, there was some, but 
not strong evidence for H6. 

5	 Discussion

Consistent with the extant literature, re-
sults from the current study yielded strong 
evidence that both realism and similarity 
enhanced narrative engagement. There 
has been empirical evidence on the mes-
sage features that would increase per-
ceived realism (Cho et al., 2014; Shapiro & 
Kim, 2012). On the other hand, perceived 
similarity increases when individuals 
perceive to hold features that match with 
the characters’ features, including ap-
pearance, demographic information, and 
experience. This means that enhancing 
perceived similarity through matching can 
be a way to create effective and efficient 
realistic narrative messages, such that nar-
rative engagement would be enhanced to 
facilitate the persuasion of the target au-
dience. This means that there are effective 
and efficient means to create realistic nar-
rative messages, with characters’ features 
matching the target audience members’ 
features such that narrative engagement 
would be enhanced to facilitate the per-
suasion purpose. 

Such a practical utility is contingent 
upon the direct and indirect effects that 
various forms of narrative engagement 
have on persuasion. Indeed, results from 
the current study showed that 1) there was 
direct effect from transportation on per-
suasion, 2) direct effect from identifica-
tion on message perception, and 3) indi-
rect effect from identification on message 
perception through reducing reactance. 
On the other hand, there were also results 

inconsistent and even opposite to the hy-
potheses: 1) Parasocial interaction did not 
have any impact, direct or indirect, on 
persuasion outcomes. 2) Although trans-
portation and identification had positive 
impact on elaboration; elaboration had 
a negative effect on message perception, 
which meant the indirect effects via elab-
oration were actually counter-persuasion. 
And 3) there were effects from realism and 
similarity that were not mediated by nar-
rative engagement. 

The lack of effect from parasocial in-
teraction on persuasion should not mean 
parasocial interaction is not important in 
the process and effect of narrative com-
munication. The substantial correlations 
among transportation, identification, and 
parasocial interaction meant that the lack 
of significant paths from parasocial in-
teraction reflected the absence of unique 
impact from parasocial interaction on 
persuasion. That is, the impact of paraso-
cial interaction probably have overlapped 
with that from transportation and/or 
identification. It is likely that significant 
effect from parasocial interaction would 
have been detected if not all three forms 
of narrative engagement had been stud-
ied, or when parasocial interaction had 
been the single form of narrative engage-
ment under investigation in a particular 
study. As a matter of fact, a meta-analysis 
already provided evidence for such effects, 
which was based on the bivariate associ-
ation between parasocial interaction and 
media effects (Schiappa et  al., 2007). Of 
course, sampling error always remains a 
potential explanation. The moderate size 
of the associations among the three pri-
mary forms of narrative engagement also 
means that they are both conceptually and 
empirically distinct from each other and 
most likely need to be treated as separate 
mechanisms.

The negative association between 
elaboration and message perception was 
exactly opposite of the hypotheses. This 
finding means that elaboration predicted 
resistance to persuasion, which was in-
consistent with either theory or extant em-
pirical evidence. One explanation might 
lie in the entertainment-education dialec-
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tic inherent in narrative communication. 
Elaboration on the education informa-
tion would facilitate persuasion. However, 
elaboration on entertainment information 
tends to be unrelated to persuasive points, 
objectionable in some way and inconsis-
tent with the persuasive information and/
or advocacy (Bilandzic  & Busselle, 2013). 
When that happens, elaboration would 
overlap with counterarguments, which 
could result in resistance. The thought-lis-
ting data in this study suggested that it 
might have been the case, particularly 
when the participants were elaborating on 
the number of sex partners the characters 
had, and the differential social percep-
tions of male vs. female when one has a 
large number of sex partners. 

The direct effects from perceived real-
ism and similarity on persuasion were not 
surprising, given that there was already 
empirical evidence (Cho et al., 2014; So & 
Nabi, 2013). Theoretically, this meant that 
the impact from narrative messages on 
persuasion outcomes might not be en-
tirely mediated by narrative engagement. 
That is, narrative impact might take place 
in a more superficial and heuristic way, 
without much cognitive engagement. On 
the other hand, such effects are in the 
same direction of the effects proposed in 
the existing theories and models of narra-
tive communication. In other words, they 
were compatible with each other. 

The aforementioned effects and pro-
cesses have to be interpreted with the 
limitations of the current study in mind. 
The first major limitation lied in the lack 
of a control condition, that is, a non-nar-
rative message condition. Although the 
non-narrative control was not essential 
in the current study since our theoretical 
focus was not to investigate the effect of 
narrative vis-à-vis non-narrative messag-
es, the lack of contrast inevitably result-
ed in restriction in range in at least some 
major variables, most saliently in resis-
tance –both counterarguments and anger 
were severely censored in distribution. 
Such censored distributions meant that 
the paths involving reactance might have 
been under-estimated in SEM analyses 
(e.g., Shen  & Dillard, 2009), which could 

have been the reasons for the weak evi-
dence for the overcoming resistance hy-
potheses. Future studies should strive to 
investigate both the persuasive edge that 
narratives have over non-narratives and 
the underlying mechanisms at the same 
time. The second limitation was there was 
little variability in the ratio of entertain-
ment vs. education information across 
the four narratives. Bilandzic and Busselle 
(2013) suggested that the persuasive im-
pact of a narrative might be a function of 
1) how well the entertainment information 
and the education information were inte-
grated and 2) how explicit the persuasive 
point was in the narrative. There is reason 
to believe that both persuasive outcomes 
and the form and nature of narrative en-
gagement that underlie persuasion would 
be affected when the ratio of education 
information changes relative to entertain-
ment information (e.g., a 30 second PSA 
presented as a narrative vs. long video 
messages designed to entertain). Future 
studies that manipulate this dimension 
of narrative messages should further our 
understanding of the nature of narrative 
communication. The third limitation was 
that all four narratives were on the same 
health topic of STDs. The advantage of 
this topic came from its relevance to the 
college student sample. The disadvantage 
was that it reduced the generalizability 
and external validity of the findings. Last-
ly, although the content of the original TV 
shows and the topic of STDs were relevant 
and involving to college students, the use 
of such a sample limits the external valid-
ity of the findings. Future studies that uti-
lize more topics and more narratives using 
samples from the general public would be 
at a better position to further our under-
standings of narrative communication.

6	 Conclusion

We set out to simultaneously test a com-
prehensive list of narrative engagement 
variables as the primary and secondary 
psychological mechanisms that underlie 
the persuasive effects from narrative mes-
sages. The obtained model from SEM anal-
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yses supported such a model in general. 
Identification, transportation, and para-
social interaction are the primary mech-
anisms, and message elaboration and 
(overcoming) resistance are the secondary 
mechanisms. The findings are consistent 
with studies that investigate some of the 
variables investigated here (i.e., only part 
of a comprehensive model). While the in-
dividual hypotheses tested here might not 
be novel, our study tested the hypotheses 
simultaneously and against each other for 
the first time. This offers insight into their 
unique contributions to narrative persua-
sion, and helps to explain inconsistencies 
regarding the individual factors in the lite
rature.
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Appendix: Synopses of stimuli  
video clips

Video 1: In Entourage, Eric’s friends tell him 
that a girl he is interested in previously 
dated his friend Drama. Drama reveals to 
Eric that he thinks the girl has an STD and 
that Eric should be tested immediately. 
After hearing this, Eric reluctantly goes to 
the doctor to be tested. 

Video 2: In Sex and the City, Miranda is diag-
nosed with chlamydia. She is told to con-
tact all her recent sexual partners and has 
a great conversation with Steve, her part-
ner, about why he needs to be tested, even 
though he doesn’t have any symptoms.

Video 3: In Grey’s Anatomy, George asks Alex to 
take a look at this strange rash that he has, 
which he discovers is syphilis. The only 
person George has been with is Olivia, the 
nurse he’s dating, and he has to confront 
her about contracting STD.

Video 4: In Sex and the City, Samantha consid-
ers getting an STD test when a man refuses 
to sleep with her until she has been tested. 
She reveals that the main reason she hasn’t 
taken the test is because she’s afraid of 
what the results may be. 
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