
Realism and fantasy in motion pictures: Transportation under debate

Transportation is commonly presented in the context of realistic narratives. An important facet of transportation, which means being absorbed into the written narrative flow of a story, relies on its capacity to influence individuals’ beliefs. This research examines whether (i) the effects of  transportation is replicable with movies; (ii) an individual difference, such as fantasy proneness, shapes the relationship between the realism of the movie and the transportation level of the individual. Two studies show that (a) movies have an impact on individuals’ transportation; (b) realistic movies have a greater impact on transportation than fantastic movies; (c) fantasy proneness increases the level of transportation; (d) transported individuals better evaluate movies. 
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1. Introduction

Since hedonic products have been firstly defined as the ones that tend strongly to evoke heightened levels of fantasies, feelings, and fun (Holbrook and Hirschman, 1982), their role in driving consumers’ behaviors have been widely investigated (Batra and Ahtola 1990; Chitturi, Raghunathan, and Mahajan 2007; Dhar and Wertenbroch 2000; Strahilevitz and Myers 1998). Their multisensory nature and the relevance of the emotion elicited during their consumption still generate great complexity in consumer behavior. Indeed, since consumers appreciate them as intrinsically valued ends-in-themselves rather than as the extrinsically valued means to some other end (Holbrook 1999a), they can understand the value of this kind of products only when they actually consume their aesthetic, experiential, and enjoyment-related benefits. Any effort of understanding their value in advance results in a failure, making books, films, plays or television shows classical examples of experience goods (Nelson 1970). The emotional reactions that are provoked by consuming this kind of products (Wagner 1999) makes subjectivity a very relevant facet of their value (Addis and Holbrook 2001) which ask for a deep and holistic understanding of the psychological processes behind their consumption.

Indeed, past psychological research has identified transportation has a relevant concept in explaining the individuals' reactions to hedonistic products. The relevance of this concept in generating and changing consumers' attitude towards hedonistic products must still be investigated, along with the individual differences able to play a role in generating transportation. 

This paper is devoted to better understanding the role of transportation in shaping consumers' reactions towards movies, a context new to transportation. Motion pictures are chosen as the hedonic products to study because of two reasons: (1) the industry is particularly relevant (MPAA 2007), (2) movies appear as important stimuli to generate transportation (Addis and Holbrook forthcoming). Further, through an experimental design this study pays special attention to a well-known antecedent of transportation, namely the realism of the stimuli, as well as to a specific individual difference – fantasy proneness – which promises to have a relevant role in shaping consumers' reactions towards hedonistic products (Hirschman and Holbrook 1982): individuals high fantasy proneness like fantasizing, daydreaming and pretending being someone else: hence they should provide evidences of a more easily transportation into the world of a movie or a narrative.

2. Literature review and hypotheses development

In the psychological stream of research, transportation is conceptualized as the immersion in the world created by the narrative; It is defined as “a distinct mental process, and integrative melding of attention, imagery and feelings “(Green and Brock 2000 pp 701). The concept has been applied to and investigated in narrative texts of good quality resulting in a cognitive and emotional engagement so as to get lost in the narratives (Green, 2005).

Hence, transportation as cognitive elaboration is related to attitude change. The two concepts, though, differ. While the cognitive elaboration approach posits that attitude change depends exclusively on the amount of careful thought employed to process the message, the transportation approach focuses on the immersion in the story as the only way to be engaged and hence to change individuals’ beliefs. Thus, while cognitive elaboration induces attitude change via logical reasoning, transportation follows a different route to persuasion. Transportation mechanism aims at reducing negative cognitive responding, thus individuals are less likely to disbelieve what the story is claiming. In addition, transportation makes the story more real and direct experiences are considered a powerful means of forming attitudes (Fazio and Zanna 1981). 

Transportation differs also from the involvement concept (Wang and Calder 2006). While involvement is a motivational state in which a person's self-concept is activated in terms of her or his ability to obtain desired outcomes (Petty and Cacioppo 1979; Sherif and Cantril 1947; Zaichkowsky 1985), transportation is considered more similar to flow (Csikszentmihalyi 1990), that is a form of experiential response to narratives (Prentice and Gerrig 1999). Consequently transported individuals feel more engaged in the story itself and not in any extrinsic consequences of the narrative, as with the involvement concept. 

In terms of consequences of transportation, the first aspect to consider is that part of the word of origin becomes inaccessible. The transported individual looses access to some real word facts and immerges him/herself into the world created by the author of the narrative. Individuals, if transported, experience strong emotions and motivations even though they might not consider the events pictured in the story as real (Gerrig 1993). Consequently, individuals take distance from prior opinions and knowledge on objects and form their beliefs according to the information provided by the transporting materials. Transported individuals lose track of time, are cognitively and emotionally involved in the narrative and experience vivid mental images (Green 2004).

Such characteristics of transportation should not be limited to written narratives (Green and Brock 2000), even if the latter constitute the only contexts in which it has been applied. Indeed, Wang and Calder (2006), in a recent work, stated that most of us experience transportation to some extent with some kinds of media such as magazines, television, movies and theater. Building on previous knowledge on transportation into narrative, we want to investigate whether the same mechanism works for movies. Movies are another significant example of experience product: they share with narrative almost the same engaging characteristics and represent a close context into which apply this approach. Moreover, movie industry is very important for its contribution both to economy and culture (Basuroy et al 2006). At the same time movies are very close to the advertising context which has been the focus of recent studies on transportation (Wang and Calder 2006; Murry and Dacin 1996; Smeesters and Mandel 1996; Murry et al 1992).

Hence, even if previous studies have not fully addressed this issue, we propose the following hypothesis:

H1: Transportation arises as a consumers' reaction to realistic motion pictures.

Hence we want to replicate the results of Green and Brock (2000) in the movies setting.

In addition, we analyze the role played by one of the most prominent antecedents of transportation, that is realism of the stimuli. Indeed, a realistic narrative is able to generate a higher transportation and to cause beliefs change, since the events depicted in the narrative are more similar to personal experiences (Green 2004).. Consequently, when translating transportation in motion picture we can compare realistic and fantastic movies according to their level of realism. This leads to the motion to the following hypothesis: 

H2: Realistic movies are better able to generate viewers' transportation than fantastic movies.

Further, Wang and Calder (2006) propose that not all individuals experience the same level of transportation, but the stream of research on transportation does not address specifically this issue, making the range of potential relevant individual differences boundless. Among the wide range of possible antecedents, one particularly interesting for hedonistic products is fantasy proneness. Indeed, long time ago Holbrook and Hirschman (1982) have recognize that the value of hedonic consumption lies in the historic imagery and in the fantastic imagery, but while the former has been largely studied (Holbrook and Schindler 1989; 1994; 1996; 2003; Rentz and Reynolds 1991; Hirsch 1992; Holak and Havlena 1992; Schindler and Holbrook 1993; Baker and Kennedy 1994; Holbrook, 1994; Havlena and Holak 1996), the latter has been completely neglected in the consumer research literature.

In this study, we want to address the existing flaw in this area of consumer research since none has addressed how fantastic imagery affects consumer behaviors. After the definition provided by Hirschman and Holbrook (1982) of fantastic imagery, none has even worked on the operationalization of the construct and its measurement. A fragmented situation emerges consequently: mental imagery (Cohen 1982, Debevec, Meyers and Chan 1985; Lutz and Lutz 1978, MacInnis and Price 1987, Miller and Hadjmarcou and Miciak 2000, Rossiter and Percy 1980), visual imagery (Childers, Houston and Heckler 1985; Richardson 1969), fantastic imagery (MacInnis 1987), creativity (Dahl and Moreau 2002, 2007, Goldenberg et al. 1999, Hirschman 1980), fantasy proneness (Hilgard 1965; Tellegen and Atkinson 1974,  Wilson and Barber 1983) appear as partly overlapping theoretical concepts that are able to stimulate fantasies. After a deep review of these psychological concepts related to fantasy (not reported here), this study addresses the impact of fantasy proneness on the generating process of transportation. Fantasy proneness is a personality trait defined as the characteristic that some individuals have of spending much of their time fantasizing, reporting vivid childhood memories, experiencing strong bodily concomitants of fantasies and having intense religious experiences (Merckelbach et al 2001). Individuals who are high on fantasy proneness spend a large part of their time fantasizing and daydreaming, they are talented in role playing and in pretending to be someone else (Merckelbach 2004). Fantasy prone people are better at storytelling and at fabricating stories (Merckelbach 2004): this personality trait might come into play when investigating the concept of transportation. Specifically, we propose that fantasy proneness acts as a moderator of the relationship between realism of the stimuli and transportation (as proposed under H2):

H3: Fantasy proneness moderates the relationship between realism of the stimuli and transportation in such a way that consumers high in fantasy proneness experience higher level of transportation both in the realistic and fantastic conditions.

Finally, since transportation has been mainly studied in psychological research as the antecedent of beliefs change, we propose our last hypothesis which considers another consequence of transportation: transportation has a direct and positive effect on consumers' attitude towards the stimuli. More formally, our hypothesis states:

H4: Transportation is positively and directly linked to consumers' attitude towards movies.

3. Methodology

In order to choose the movies to use in the actual study, a pretest was conducted on 40 subjects. The pretest aimed at identifying a pair of movies (one realistic and one fantastic) that were rated high respectively on the realistic and fantasy dimension (as the two conditions of our experiments) and on the general evaluation (movies must be of high quality). Participants were presented with 12 movies pre-selected on the basis of the experts' judgements (as resulting from www.rottentomatoes.com) and asked to rate the extent to which they perceived each of them as realistic and fantastic (on a 1-7 scale where 1= not at all; 7= extremely). For each movie also a general evaluation was asked (on a scale 1-10 where 1= awful; 10= excellent) consistently with usual measures adopted in the movie literature (Hennig-Thurau, Houston, and Sridhar 2006). The two movies chosen as the result of the pre-test are: “Lord of the ring: the return of the King” (2003) as the fantastic movie (score 6,61 on the fantastic dimension; 1,91 on the realistic and 7,29 as general evaluation) and “Erin Brockhovic (2000) as the realistic movie (score: 5,45 on the realistic dimension; 2,96 on the fantastic dimension and 5,82 in the general evaluation). While the former is absolutely a fantastic story with fantastic characters, the latter is based on a true story, and it is set in a precise time and space context.

In the experimental design, the trailers of these two movies are hence used as the stimuli to which consumers are exposed. Due to the impossibility of exposing participants to the whole running time of the movies, we have opted for using their trailers which aims at attracting audience by presenting the movies in advance (Lieberman and Esgate 2002).

We have run two experimental studies, one to test H1 and H2 and one to test H3 and H4. In both cases we adopted the following measures:

Transportation. We used the scale developed by Green and Brook (2000). It consists of 11 items that generally apply to the feelings experienced by individuals during the consumption of the product (e.g. narrative, movies, etc) and 4 items that pertain to specific characters of the story. All items are measured on a seven point scale anchored (where 1= not at all and 7= very much).  Authors indicate that scores on each item should be summed, hence the theoretical score of the scale range from varies 15 to 105, where higher values represent greater level of transportation.

Rating. Consistently with literature on the movie industry, we apply the same measure used to evaluate movie quality. It is a single question that asks to rate the movie from 1 to 10 (where 1= awful; 10= excellent).

Fantasy proneness. The concept is measured through the Creative Experience Questionnaire (CEQ) a self report measure of fantasy proneness (Merckelbach 2001). The scale is composed of 25 items; we have measured them on a 7-points scale (where1= not at all; 7= very much).

Study 1

The goal of study 1 is to test H1 and H2. Specifically, it aims at replicating the findings provided by Green and Brock (2000) when a realistic movie is adopted as stimuli (H1), and it tests whether realistic movies generate higher levels of transportation than fantastic movies (H2).

Procedure

61 participants from an international business school (30 men, age M= 21,75) completed the study in return to course credits.

Participants were randomly assigned to the condition (realistic vs fantastic movie). Participants were told that the study was to assess their attitude formation towards different type of products including movies. Then, the movie was presented. Participants could read the synopsis and other information such as: genre, characters, directors, length and date of release. Then they saw the trailer of the movie according to the condition. Right after, they completed the transportation scale and they answered to a set of demographics questions and then were thanked and greeted.

Results

A one way ANOVA of movie condition (realistic vs fantastic) was performed on transportation. A significant main effect of movie condition was found (F(1, 60)=  5,154 , p<.01) indicating that, as predicted, the effect found by Green and Brock (2000) is replicated for movies. This result shows that realistic primed participants showed a greater level of transportation (Mr=4,391) than did those in the fantastic condition (Mf=3,842). 

H1 and H2 are therefore empirically supported.

Study 2

Study 2 aimed at testing H3 (fantasy proneness moderates the relationship between type of movies and transportation) and H4 (transportation leads to consumers' attitude towards movies).

100 participants from an international business school (59 men, age M=23,97) completed the study in return to course credits. The procedure was the same as in study 1 except for the administration of the creative experience questionnaire that participants were asked to complete at the beginning of the experiments before seeing the movie trailers. Participants were also asked to rate the movie of which they saw the trailer after the transportation scale.

Data have been analyzed first through a two way ANOVA, and then through a OLS regression.

Results

Data on the CEQ scale were analyzed by applying Extreme Group Approach (EGA) (Preacher et al 2005) common practice for this variable (Merckelbach 2004). A two way ANOVA of fantasy proneness (high vs low) by movie condition (realistic vs fantastic) was performed on transportation. A significant main effect of movie condition was replicated (F(1,37) = 8,669 p<.01); a significant main effect of fantasy proneness was found (F(1,37) = 28,766 p<.000 ) indicating as predicted that high fantasy prone individuals are greater transported than low fantasy prone people if primed with a realistic movie (Mrhf= 65,375; Mrlf=55,643). At the same time, in the fantastic movie condition, individuals high on fantasy proneness show greater transportation than individuals low on fantasy proneness (Mfhf= 63,500; Mfhf=38,400). The interaction term is significant (F(1, 37)= 5,601, p<.01). H3 is then confirmed. 

Further, in order to test H4 we regresses rating on transportation. Results show that H4 is supported: as expected the impact of transportation on rating is positive (β=.577) and significant (p<.000) with Rsquare=.333 F(1,37)=76.259, p<.000.

3. Discussion and Conclusion

The present study contributes to expand previous literature concerning transportation and its antecedents. The theory posits that the more realistic is perceived a narrative, the more transported the individual would be, acknowledging transportation as an antecedent of attitude and beliefs change (Green and Brock 2000; Green 2004). We provide three important contributions: first, we extend this result also for another type of hedonic product, movies. Second, we find corroboration that also with regard to motion pictures, the realistic features of the stimuli are better able to generate transportation in viewers. Third, we contribute to existing theory by showing how fantasy prone viewers are better transported in the movie, both in the realistic and fantastic conditions. As our studies demonstrate, fantasy proneness positively moderates the relationship between the level of realism of the stimuli and transportation. Indeed, fantastic movies, which are associated with low transportation level for individuals low in fantasy proneness, show a great improvement in their transportation ability in case of high fantasy individuals. This reinforces the idea that fantasy proneness is a relevant antecedent of transportation.

A limitation of the study could be related to the specific profile of the participants. Even if students are frequent buyers of this kind of products, their preferences and their level of transportation might change according to their life-stages. Future research might also examine the duration of the transportation effect, perhaps this effect might be extended to subsequent actions that individuals take after having being transported, exploring the long-lasting effects of transportation. Finally, other features of the stimuli should be analyzed, since they might play a moderating role in generating transportation process.
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