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SESSIOn OVERVIEW
The objective of this session is to gain a greater appreciation 

of the persuasive value of narratives.  A traditional social science 
approach to persuasion has focused on how individuals respond to 
rhetoric, or argument-driven messages, such as those captured by 
dual-route perspective models (e.g., Petty and Cacioppo 1986).  This 
approach is in contrast to daily practice, where individuals exist in, 
and readily engage with, an environment saturated with narratives.  

Scholars in a number of fields recognize the persuasive value of 
narratives and, importantly, that narratives invoke a form of process-
ing that is different from a traditional, argument-oriented approach.  
These stories (or narratives) depict events and consequences for 
characters, in contrast to informational and expository communica-
tion that presents reasons and arguments in favor of a particular fo-
cus.  Green and Brock (2000) introduced the concept of “transporta-
tion” to the social science literature, which describes the experience 
of immersing in a narrative and involves processes such as emotional 
involvement, the generation of imagery, and suspension of disbelief. 

A growing number of studies anchored in academically-orient-
ed, consumer-related domains have demonstrated that narratives af-
fect the attitudes and behavior of their audiences.  Researchers in the 
consumer domain are likely to benefit from a deeper understanding 
of the processes involved in and the impact of narrative transporta-
tion, particularly given the wide array of consumer-oriented stimuli 
that use a narrative format, such as advertisements, consumer re-
views, brand narratives, and WOM communications.  Consumers 
often actively seek narratives, and routinely underestimate the per-
suasive impact they have on their attitudes and behaviors.  

Previous work has identified a range of narrative effects that 
impact both health and social behaviors (Green, Strange, and Brock 
2002).  These studies have identified a number of relevant theoretical 
mechanisms (emotional and cognitive engagement, identification, 
reduced counter-arguing, imagery) and have established their effect 
on behavioral and pre-behavioral outcomes, but the causal mecha-
nisms and relative importance of these relationships are not yet well 
understood (Moyer-Guse 2008). An objective of this session is to 
introduce consumer researchers to the as-of-yet unexplored potential 
of narrative persuasion.  We anticipate that further research in this 
area is likely to make a contribution to the consumer field, given the 

frequency and willingness with which people engage with narratives, 
the extent to which they pervade our daily environment. 

The study of narratives has a long tradition within literary anal-
ysis and communication, which acknowledge that stories are central 
to how humans think and make choices.  This topic area allows a 
variety of intellectual vantage points to converge, both fostering the 
appreciation of academic diversity and promoting scholarly work 
between disciplines.  Buselle introduces a conceptual overview of 
narrative persuasion from a communications perspective, organiz-
ing the different genres and media platforms that induce narrative 
processing.  Kreuter presents a review of 10 years of health-oriented 
research that applies narratives to address breast cancer.  Escalas ap-
plies narratives in a consumer context, and Hamby presents a frame-
work that integrates determinants, mediators, and moderators that 
have been examined in narrative research.   

narrative Engagement across  
Media Forms and Levels of Interactivity

ExtEndEd AbStRACt
The recognition that telling audiences about events and char-

acters dates back to Aristotle (Herrick 1997). However, only within 
the past half-century have social scientists focused on stories as tools 
of persuasion (Green and Brock 2000), and even more recently, ex-
plored the relations between the narrative experience and its out-
comes (Busselle and Bilandzic, forthcoming). Research into commu-
nication, entertainment-education, and advertising has incorporated 
both theoretical and methodological elements of narrative process-
ing and persuasion (e.g., Durkin and Wakefield 2008; Moyer-Gusé 
2008).  This work has been extended to the influence of narrative 
elements in videogame experiences (Ip 2011).  

Central to narrative persuasion research is the premise that in-
formation presented in a narrative form is not only different in struc-
ture – based on characters and events rather than claims and evidence 
– but also produces a fundamentally different experience.  Further, 
the nature and quality of that experience mediates the influence of the 
narrative on the reader, viewer or player.  Specifically, the more en-
grossing the narrative experience the greater the narrative’s influence 
(e.g., Green & Brock 2000; Moyer-Gusé and Nabi 2010).  Currently, 
narrative persuasion research is challenged by competing conceptu-
alizations of what it means to be engaged, absorbed, or transported.  
This challenge is complicated further by the different media forms 
narratives may take, such as a medical-drama program, a drama-
advertisement on TV or in YouTube.  These varying forms, genres 
and levels of interaction offer opportunities for narrative experiences 
that may be quite different from each other and may require differ-
ent methodological and measurement tools.  The focus on narrative 
across different media forms raises questions about the extent to 
which narrative experiences are similar or different depending on the 
nature of the message and the characteristics of the media platform.  

The present paper describes a conceptual structure to organize 
narrative experiences across genres and media platforms based on 
the extent to which they approximate real life experiences.  The pa-
per reviews the theoretical and conceptual explanation used to de-
scribe and understand narrative experiences, such as mental model 
construction, flow experiences, and imagery production and outlines 
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theoretically separate dimensions, such as attention, comprehension, 
identification, and presence (Busselle and Bilandzic 2009) and how 
those experiential processes may manifest across different media 
forms, formats and genres.  

narratives in Cancer Prevention:   
A Review of a 10 year Research Program

ExtEndEd AbStRACt
This presentation will summarize findings from a decade-long 

research program examining audience effects of personal experience 
narratives.  The narratives studied in this research are breast cancer 
survivor stories collected on video from African American women 
and shown to other African American women without breast cancer.  
Outcomes of interest across a series of independent studies include 
beliefs, perceptions, recall, and health behaviors.

The promise and appeal of narrative lies in its familiarity as a 
basic mode of human interaction.  People communicate with one 
another and learn about the world around them largely through sto-
ries. Kreuter et al. (2007) have proposed a typology of narrative ap-
plication in cancer control that has four distinctive capabilities: (1) 
overcoming resistance; (2) facilitating information processing; (3) 
providing surrogate social connections; and, (4) addressing emo-
tional and existential issues, and are applicable to outcomes across 
the cancer control continuum (e.g., prevention, detection, diagnosis, 
treatment, survivorship).  

The breast cancer survivor stories were collected in St. Louis, 
MO.  We elicited stories from 36 African American women who had 
been diagnosed with breast cancer and 13 family members of these 
women.  Survivors ranged in age from 35-67, had been survivors 
for <1 to >23 years, and 91% were members of one of five differ-
ent African American breast cancer survivor support groups in St. 
Louis, MO.  

African American women (n = 489) ages 40 and older were 
recruited from low-income neighborhoods in St. Louis, MO and 
randomly assigned to watch the narrative or informational video.  
Effects on mammography use, cancer-related beliefs, recall of core 
content and a range of reactions were measured immediately post-
exposure and at 3- and 6-month follow-up. The narrative was bet-
ter liked, enhanced recall, reduced counter-arguing, increased breast 
cancer discussions with family and was perceived as more novel. 
Women who watched the narrative also reported fewer barriers to 
mammography, more confidence that mammograms work, and were 
more likely to perceive cancer as an important problem affecting Af-
rican Americans.  Use of mammography at six month follow-up did 
not differ for the narrative versus informational groups overall (49% 
vs. 40%), but did among women with less than a high school educa-
tion (65% vs. 32%, p < .01), and trended in the same direction for 
those who had no close friends or family with breast cancer (49% vs. 
31%, p = .06) and those who were less trusting of traditional cancer 
information sources (48% vs. 30%, p = .06). The findings suggested 
that narrative forms of communication may increase the effective-
ness of interventions to reduce cancer health disparities, and may 
have particular value in certain population sub-groups (Kreuter et 
al. 2010).

One consistent finding across studies was the role of affect, or 
emotional responses to the videos.  A community-based convenience 
sample of African American women (n = 59) used an audience re-
sponse device to report the intensity of their emotional reaction 
while watching the video. We assessed the correspondence between 
video content and emotional responses, types of emotion expe-
rienced, and recall of video content.  Strong emotions were more 

likely to correspond to contextual information about characters in the 
video and less likely to correspond to health content among women 
who watched the narrative compared to those who watched the in-
formational video (p < .05).  Both videos elicited strong emotional 
responses, but the type of emotion differed.  Women who watched 
the narrative video were more likely than those who watched the 
informational video to report feeling attentive (41% vs. 28% respec-
tively), inspired (54% vs. 34%) and proud (30% vs. 18%), and less 
likely to feel upset (8% vs. 16%) (p < .05).  Women in the narrative 
group were also more likely to mention the women’s personal sto-
ries than health information in open-ended recall questions. Lessons 
learned from this research program are discussed as well as direc-
tions for future research.  

the Effects of Social Relationships on  
narrative Persuasion

ExtEndEd AbStRACt
Americans feel more socially isolated than two decades ago—

10% of respondents in a social science survey had no one to dis-
cuss important matters with in 1985, as opposed to 24.6% in 2004 
(McPherson et.al. 2006). Socially isolated people tend to behave 
more aggressively, are less prosocial, and less cooperative with oth-
ers (Twenge et.al. 2007). Despite a rich psychology literature on how 
social isolation affects people in terms of interpersonal social behav-
iors and physiological reactions, there is limited research on how 
loneliness, the subjective feeling of social isolation (Hawkley and 
Cacioppo 2007), affects consumers. 

We examine how loneliness affects consumers’ responses to 
narratives. Consumers encounter various forms of narratives daily. 
They read books, watch movies, listen to stories, and are constantly 
exposed to narrative marketing communications, such as advertise-
ments (Escalas 1998). Although abundant evidence suggests that 
narratives can be highly persuasive through the process of narrative 
transportation (e.g., Green and Brock 2000), it is not clear whether 
lonely consumers are more or less likely to be transported into nar-
ratives. 

Lonely people not only have a strong desire to form meaning-
ful connections with other human beings, they are also more like-
ly to create human connections with nonhuman gadgets (Epley et 
al. 2008). For example, lonely (vs. non-lonely) people think that a 
wheeled alarm clock that “runs away” has its own mind and can ex-
perience emotions. These findings suggest that lonely people might 
be more likely to be transported into narratives. On the other hand, 
stories often portray human interaction to which socially isolated in-
dividuals might not relate well. In three studies, we examine whether 
lonely consumers will be more or less transported into narrative con-
tents and how such transportation affects persuasion.

The first study examines the relationship between loneliness 
and narrative transportation. One hundred participants read a short 
story taken from Chicken Soup for the College Soul. The four-page 
story is about a college student and a depressed customer who help 
cheer each other up by being considerate and caring. The story has 
been used in previous research to generate various levels of trans-
portation (Wang and Calder 2006). Participants’ transportation was 
measured by a 15-item transportation scale (Green and Brock 2000). 
After reading the story and responding to the transportation scale, 
participants also responded to the revised UCLA loneliness scale 
(Russell 1996). Participants’ responses to the scales were summed 
into transportation scores (α = .84) and loneliness scores (α = .90). A 
regression analysis showed that the more lonely the participants, the 
more they were transported to the story (β = .41, t = 2.65, p = .01). 
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The second study examined whether the effect of loneliness on 
transportation will occur in advertisements rather than a story. Par-
ticipants (n = 238) evaluated two ads. The print ad featuring a young 
man and woman showed a jar of Borghese Fango mud mask and a 
product description. The story board of a TV commercial for Folg-
ers coffee consisted of 10 snapshots of a family enjoying the coffee 
during the holidays. Each participant evaluated both ads, with order 
counterbalanced. Participants evaluated each ad (1 = unfavorable, 
bad, uninteresting, poor quality; 7 = favorable, good, interesting, 
good quality) and responded to the ad transportation scale and the 
loneliness scale. 

Regression analyses showed that, consistent with results of the 
first study, lonely participants were more likely to be transported into 
the print ad (β = .21, t = 2.87, p < .01). In addition, highly transported 
participants showed more favorable attitude toward the ad (β = .06, 
t = 11.2, p < .001). However, loneliness did not affect ad attitude 
directly.

The same set of analyses on the commercial story board re-
vealed a different pattern. Lonely participants were less likely to be 
transported into the story board (β = -.22, t = -2.84, p < .01). Whereas 
transportation into the story board led to more favorable ad attitude 
(β = .07, t = 13.37, p < .001), loneliness also had a marginal effect on 
ad attitude (β = -.01, t = -1.78, p = .08). Mediation analyses support 
transportation’s mediating role between loneliness and ad attitude.

Two potential explanations might account for the different pat-
terns between print and story board.  Modality may moderate feeling 
transported; that is, lonely people are more easily transported into 
print ad but less into TV commercials. This is consistent with the 
findings of study 1, which used a text-only medium. Alternatively, 
the warm family interaction in the Folger’s ad was more social than 
the Borghese ad, making it difficult for a socially isolated individual 
to relate to the story. We are conducting a third study to further ex-
amine these alternative explanations using a 2 (modality: print vs. 
TV) × 2 (ad focus: social vs. non-social) design. Participants will 
again evaluate one print ad and one TV ad story board. However, 
some participants will see the social version of ads (featuring more 
people) whereas others will see the nonsocial version (featuring no 
human interaction). The study is underway and we will be able to 
present the results at ACR. 

A Framework of narrative Persuasion

ExtEndEd AbStRACt
Researchers in social psychology and related fields have stud-

ied persuasion based on rhetoric for the past 70 years, yielding a 
detailed understanding of factors that enhance or diminish the effec-
tiveness of argument-driven, persuasive communications.  In con-
trast, the study of narrative persuasion has gained momentum only 
within the past 15 years, and researchers are still working toward a 
full understanding of the factors that influence narrative persuasion 
and the psychological mechanisms responsible for these effects. 

Researchers from a variety of disciplines such as psychology 
(Green and Brock 2000), education (Slater and Rouner 2002), com-
munication (Hinyard and Kreuter 2007), advertising (Phillips and 
McQuarrie 2010) and marketing (Escalas 2007) have contributed to 
the area of narrative persuasion.  The recent growth in the study of 
narratives from different social science orientations highlights the 
need for an overview of how extant research interrelates and con-
tributes to our understanding of narrative persuasion mechanisms.  
We present a framework that integrates narrative persuasion research 
relevant to consumer behavior.  

We organize this literature drawing in part from McGuire’s 
Communication Matrix (1989), a popular theory that considers both 
input and output variables pertaining to the persuasive communica-
tion process.  A number of studies have demonstrated that a narrative 
format (input) can impact a number of persuasion-related outputs; 
e.g., the audience’s beliefs about narrative-related topics (Fazio and 
Marsh 2008) and behavior consistent with messages contained in a 
narrative (Durkin and Wakefield 2006).  

More recent studies have examined mediators of this narrative 
effect (primary and secondary processes, as conceptualized in our 
model). For example, Kreuter et al. (2010) found that women who 
viewed a narrative video (compared with an informational video) 
experienced more positive and negative affect, identified more with 
the message source, and were more engaged. This, in turn, lead to 
reduced counter-arguing, which influenced the behavioral correlates 
of perceived barriers, cancer fatalism, and message recall.

In our framework, the initial category of “inputs” includes 
structural factors such as narrative format, a fact or fiction label 
(Green et al. 2006), and the quality of the text in terms of sequence 
coherence and message production elements (Kreuter et al. 2007).  

After exposure to a narrative, several mediating mechanisms 
are evoked, including the experience of emotion (Appel and Richter 
2010), production of imagery (Phillips and McQuarrie 2010), tele-
presence (Slater and Rouner 1996), cognitive engagement (Chang 
2009) identification with the characters portrayed in the narrative 
(Cohen 2001).  Many authors label the occurrence of these factors as 
“transportation” (Green and Brock 2000) or “narrative engagement” 
(Busselle and Bilandzik 2009).

Research indicates these initial steps involved in processing nar-
ratives lead to a second set of mental processes, such as reduced lev-
els of counter-arguing against assertions embedded in the narrative 
(Moyer-Guse and Nabi 2010), increased levels of self-referencing 
(Escalas 2007), perceived narrative realism (Busselle and Bilandzik 
2009), elevated levels of story-relevant risk perception (Moyer-Guse 
and Nabi 2010), and the willing suspension of disbelief such that 
a reader temporarily accepts the constructed story world as reality 
(Chang 2009).

The outcomes commonly examined include belief change, be-
havioral intention, enjoyment, knowledge, and attitude change.  The 
primary and secondary processes are mediators that link the “input” 
factors with the “output” factors.

Many studies indicate that this sequence has several modera-
tors.  For example, need for affect moderates the relationship be-
tween transportation and outcome beliefs, such that people with 
higher levels of need for affect are more persuaded (Appel and 
Richter 2010).  Expertise appears to moderate the relationship be-
tween narrative format and transportation, contingent on the context 
(Green 2004).  Other moderators examined in the context of narra-
tive persuasion include need for cognition (Appel and Richter 2007), 
transportability (Mazzocco et al. 2010), sensation seeking (Jensen, 
Imboden, and Ivic 2011), and persuasion knowledge (Escalas 2007). 

We anticipate this framework will facilitate a systematic discus-
sion of past research on narrative persuasion and to highlight areas 
in which more research is needed, working toward a more complete 
understanding of the factors that influence narrative persuasion and 
the psychological mechanisms responsible for these effects. 
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