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SESSION OVERVIEW
Consumers’ lives are increasingly intertwined with technology 

(Evans 2003).  As smartphones, tablet computers, and access to mo-
bile broadband continue to diffuse throughout the population, con-
stant connectivity has become a way of life.  

The title of this session suggests that, as consumers spend 
more and more time with various forms of media, and as those me-
dia become more encompassing, interactive, and immersive, con-
sumers’ lives have an ever-greater virtual component.  Consumers 
spend hours in massively multiplayer online games, sleep with their 
iPhones so as not to miss a single text, constantly manage their online 
identities via Facebook posts, and create avatars in online worlds like 
Second Life.

Clearly, consumers perceive multiple beneficial outcomes ema-
nating from their virtual lives, or their participation would not be so 
intense.  However, it is also apparent that the consumption of vari-
ous forms of entertainment media that can nurture consumers’ “vir-
tual lives” also can sometimes have negative consequences in “real 
life”. The mental health community, for example, is increasingly 
concerned with consumer addictions to videogames, devices such as 
smartphones, and social networking sites like Facebook.    

The purpose of the session is to explore several instances of 
consumers’ virtual lives broadly construed in order to gain more in-
sights into the positive and negative consequences of this phenom-
enon.  First, Russell and McQuarrie present the results of a series 
of experimental studies funded by NIAAA to investigate the role of 
narrative transportation (i.e., immersion into the story) in teens’ reac-
tions to TV programming featuring underage alcohol use.  They find 
that narrative transportation is a powerful mediator of participants’ 
attitudes toward drinking, beyond mere emotional reactions and 
identification with characters. Kuo reports the results of a qualitative 
depth interview study of escapism in the context of video games.  He 
finds positive short-term consequences such as stress relief and self-
esteem repair but also hints of long-term negative consequences of 
excessive and prolonged participation in escapist activities. Nardini, 
LeBoeuf & Lutz introduce the concept of “implicit distraction” to 

explain the deleterious effect of excessive picture taking on enjoy-
ment of an experience. Two experiments show that picture taking 
damages enjoyment, yet is not perceived by participants as a distrac-
tion.  Finally, Schau, Gilly & Celsi use archival analysis and depth 
interviews to illuminate how consumers use brands as virtual con-
nections during times of separation.  Working with military families, 
they develop a typology of roles that brands can fulfill when serving 
as virtual proxies for safety and home.

Taken together, the papers in the session address the questions:  
How do consumers create and nurture their virtual lives?  What are 
the tradeoffs between positive and negative outcomes of virtual 
lives?  How can consumers manage their virtual lives more judi-
ciously to enhance their “real life” wellbeing?

Virtual Learning about Alcohol through Narrative 
Transportation into Television Episodes

EXTENDED ABSTRACT
This research focuses on the health implications of immersing 

oneself into a virtual story, in our case, a fictional television episode.  
We pursue this research question in the context of a major public 
health problem: under-age drinking. Social policy research has estab-
lished that depictions of alcohol and storylines that revolve around 
drinking are common in popular culture forms directed at a youth-
ful audience.  Alcohol consumption shows up in music lyrics and 
in music videos, and across a wide variety of movie and television 
genres (Dal Cin et al. 2008; Gunasekera, Chapman and Campbell 
2005; Gruber et al. 2005; Russell and Russell 2009; Sargent et al. 
2005; Sargent, Tanski, and Gibson 2007). In turn, exposure to media 
programming that features alcohol has been implicated as a causal 
factor in alcohol use and abuse by teens. The presentation reports the 
findings of an experimental program funded by the National Institute 
on Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism (NIAAA) concerning the impact 
on teens of alcohol-related narratives. We constructed TV episodes 
to present these narratives.  The episodes feature fictional characters’ 
“virtual lives” whose experiences with alcohol could, based on narra-
tive transportation (NT) theory, alter teen viewers’ own beliefs about 
real life drinking and its consequences (Green and Brock 2000). The 
premise of NT theory is that transportation into the virtual world of 
the story causes dispositions to shift in a direction consistent with 
the story world (Gerrig 1993).  So, if the story shows teenagers 
having fun drinking alcohol, and the teenage viewer is transported 
into that story, then that viewer’s beliefs about the consequences of 
consuming alcohol should shift in the direction of perceiving more 
positive outcomes.  Conversely, if the story shows realistic negative 
outcomes of alcohol, then a transported teen’s dispositions toward al-
cohol should accordingly shift in a more negative direction. Because 
transportation into the story is usually induced through identification 
with the virtual characters that populate it, character identification is 
also a likely driver of the persuasiveness of the messages contained 
in the story.

We present a series of experiments to test the theoretical predic-
tion that shifts in real life beliefs about alcohol will be mediated by 
the degree to which the teens immerse themselves into the virtual life 
presented in a TV episode.  In other words, we assess the possibil-
ity that these virtual narratives can indirectly persuade teens through 
narrative transportation (Green and Brock 2000) and character iden-
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tification.  It is not known whether a personally consequential be-
havior, like under-age drinking, can be tacitly shaped by narrative 
exposure.  The initial demonstrations of narrative persuasion focused 
on shifts in distal beliefs about the world, rather than personally con-
sequential behavior.

The experiments were conducted with 14-17 year old teens 
whose parents were members of a nationally representative sample 
of the US population. For the manipulation, we produced original 
television episodes that varied based on the valence of the alcohol 
narrative. The narrative follows a male teenager, ‘Tom’, in a series of 
events leading up to a beach party where he and his friends are seen 
drinking heavily with other teenagers. In line with research about so-
cial marketing messages most likely to affect teenagers (Pechmann 
et al. 2003), both positive and negative versions of the film narrative 
emphasized the social consequences of the behavior. In one, Tom be-
haves charmingly, ‘gets the girl’, and wins entry to a competition: his 
drinking is part of a story that ends on a positive note.  In the negative 
version, Tom behaves loutishly to the female romantic interest, she 
scorns him for his behavior while drinking, and he fails to advance 
to the competition.

 The experiments followed a pre-post design: after obtaining 
parental consent and teen assent, the teen participants completed an 
initial online questionnaire that, amongst a series of lifestyle ques-
tions, included measures of media exposure and of their beliefs 
concerning the personal consequences of alcohol use. These were 
assessed using measures of outcome expectancies developed within 
alcohol research: these included sexual, social, physical, and cogni-
tive outcomes that were either positive or negative (Grube and Agos-
tinelli 1999; Jones, Corbin and Fromme 2001).  Approximately 20 
days later, the teens participated in another study focused on evalu-
ating the pilot of a new TV series. This study began with viewing 
one version of the TV episode.  Measures of narrative transportation 
(Busselle and Bilandzic 2009; de Graaf et al. 2009; Green and Brock 
2000), identification with the characters of the story, positive and 
negative beliefs about alcohol consumption, and the manipulation 
checks were taken in that order.  

The findings are discussed in terms of the mediating role played 
by narrative transportation, as opposed to simple exposure effects 
exerted by the negative (positive) narrative itself.  We consider as 
well alternative formulations of mediators, such as emotional reac-
tions, or identification with the characters in the narrative.  Media-
tion is separately assessed for positive and negative beliefs about 
drinking and drinkers.  

This presentation contributes to the broader discussion in the 
session about how virtual experiences—in this case, transportation 
into a story world presented via television—can be used in an edu-
cation-entertainment fashion.  Is it possible to shape alcohol beliefs 
by constructing a narrative that gives a realistic portrayal of the harm 
that can result?  Or does the desired belief change only occur when 
the narrative is powerfully transporting?  Conversely, how much 
should we worry about the plethora of alcohol narratives, often posi-
tive, to which teens are already exposed?  Does mere exposure have 
an impact, or do these misleadingly positive stories only affect teens 
who are deeply transported into the narrative? In short, how power-
ful is the influence of virtual experience, when the subject matter is 
a personally consequential behavior that has important health and 
policy implications?

Coping with Stress in the Age of Warcraft: A Conceptual 
Framework for Consumer Escapism

EXTENDED ABSTRACT
This research explores the phenomenon of consumer escapism 

within the context of online gaming. While there exist many strat-
egies for coping that involve the consumption of products, escap-
ism through gaming is unique in its ability to immerse consumers in 
virtual realities where desires, wishes, and fantasies can come true. 
With continuing advances in media technology (e.g., online connec-
tivity, photorealistic CGI, intuitive motion/touch controls), escaping 
into the digital worlds of video games and other such interactive 
platforms has become an increasingly common consumer behavior. 
In the current marketing literature, the escapism construct has been 
invoked in several consumption contexts. In their examination of on-
line search behavior, Mathwick and Rigdon (2004) describe escap-
ism as a state of psychological immersion. Within their framework of 
television connectedness, Russell, Norman, and Heckler (2004) de-
fine escapism as the process by which viewers immerse themselves 
in their favorite shows for the purpose of avoiding reality. These 
same themes are echoed in research examining other consumption 
contexts such as themed restaurants (Kozinets et al. 2002) and his-
torical reenactments (Belk and Costa 1998). This research seeks to 
extend the current literature by examining the motivations and pro-
cesses inherent to escapism through online gaming. 

To accomplish this goal, in-depth interviews were conducted 
with two sets of participants: (1) four individuals who regularly 
participated in online sessions of Warcraft III: Reign of Chaos, and 
(2) four individuals who frequently engaged in non-gaming escape 
behaviors (e.g., watching TV). Following a methodology adapted 
from Mick and Buhl (1992), interviews were conducted over sev-
eral sessions in participants’ homes. The first session of each inter-
view focused on uncovering relevant insights into the life themes 
and histories of each participant, and subsequent interviews obtained 
descriptive first-hand accounts of individual escape experiences. A 
general framework for escape was developed by analyzing the re-
lationship between life themes, the interpretation of stress, and the 
escape behaviors that ensued. 

There were several key findings that emerged from the qualita-
tive analysis. The first stage of the analysis focused on understand-
ing how the different stressors that motivate escape influence the 
gaming experience. Threats against self-esteem, for example, have 
been shown to trigger behaviors such as overeating (Mandel and 
Smeesters 2008) in an effort to cope. Within the context of gam-
ing, threats against self-esteem (e.g., a poor job performance review) 
motivated respondents to adopt online avatars within Warcraft that 
allowed for a strong sense of affirmation. More specifically, such 
players tended to gravitate toward characters that represented ideal 
versions of their real life personas. One informant, for example, 
consistently chose elven characters because of their unique charac-
ter traits (i.e., agile, chivalrous, intelligent). From the perspective 
of self-discrepancy theory (Higgins 1987), these respondents were 
given the opportunity to overcome perceived self-discrepancies by 
assuming the identities of their avatars within the Warcraft universe. 
Consequently, strong emotional attachments were formed with the 
avatars that persisted over long periods of time.     

For other informants, threats against self-control (i.e., the in-
ability to control interactions with the environment and other indi-
viduals) were the primary stressors motivating their gaming behavior. 
When faced with a loss of control in real life (e.g., lack of authority 
at work), such informants used Warcraft as means of re-establishing 
a sense of control within the confines of a virtual world. To achieve 
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maximum control of the in-game environment, these informants 
strategically chose avatars that possessed the power to dominate 
other players. Instead of forming a personal connection with their 
avatar, informants motivated by the need for control sought only the 
feelings of empowerment that come with in-game victory. One infor-
mant, for example, felt no attachment to his chosen avatar; rather, he 
repeatedly chose to use a specific character (i.e., the Death Knight) 
due to its ability to overcome the feelings of powerlessness he often 
experienced in the real world.

In contrast with the active role taken by consumers during a 
session of Warcraft, escapism through other forms of entertainment 
is often more passive in nature. When watching TV, for example, the 
viewer is generally a third-person observer, rather than a first-per-
son participant. Consequently, informants engaging in non-gaming 
forms of escapism did not accrue the same benefits of affirmation 
and empowerment through their escape experiences. Instead, pas-
sive escapism functions as a coping mechanism through distraction 
and mental absorption. For example, one informant frequently used 
televised sporting events as a means of redirecting his thoughts away 
from stressful situations. The effectiveness of escape under such cir-
cumstances is contingent on the degree to which the stimulus can 
hold the attention of the viewer. Other informants reported similar 
experiences with magazines, music, and TV dramas.  

As an emotion-focused style of coping (Lazarus 1999), ac-
tive escapism through video games is particularly potent due to the 
feelings of affirmation and empowerment that emerge during the 
process. Although passive escapism may offer limited amounts of 
affirmation or empowerment through vicarious consumption, the el-
ement of role-play inherent to gaming allows for these feelings to be 
powerfully realized. For this reason, escapism through video games 
can become pathological; several informants, for example, reported 
that their gaming behaviors had negatively impacted their job per-
formance and their relationships with family members. In this way, 
escapism through video games can become a vicious cycle whereby 
gaming leads to an increased amount of stress in the long-term. In 
extreme instances, addiction may occur when individuals see their 
existence in the virtual world of a game as preferable to their exis-
tence in the real world.   

As gaming becomes increasingly prevalent across a broad range 
of consumers, this research contributes to the literature by creating a 
basic framework for understanding escapism in the gaming context. 
The insights gained through this research suggest that the unique 
stressors faced by individuals have a direct impact on the character 
of an escape experience. More specifically, threats against self-es-
teem lead to an escape experience that focuses on the affirmation of 
identity. In contrast, individuals who experience a loss of control in 
reality use the escape experience as a means of reestablishing a sense 
of control within the game.

When a Picture is Worth Less Than a Thousand Words

EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The use of technology, and particularly social media, has be-

come exceedingly common, especially among young adult consum-
ers.  Consumers multitask; check Facebook while in meetings, tweet 
while watching TV, and text while partying with friends.  Although 
consumers seemingly assume that these media add to their overall 
enjoyment and wellbeing, we contend that such media multitasking 
can detract from enjoyment in some consumption situations.  Specifi-
cally, a consumer participating in a hedonic consumption experience 
(e.g., a visit to a national park) may inadvertently diminish his/her 
enjoyment of the experience by constantly taking photos intended 

for Facebook.  In essence, the desire to document the experience via 
pictures, tweets, or texts, distracts the consumer from the experience.  
However, because consumers take such activities for granted, they 
do not recognize them as distractions. Hence, we propose that the 
use of technology during a hedonic consumption episode becomes 
an implicit distraction, or a distraction that people fail to recognize. 
These implicit distractions may lead to unique effects not observed 
in response to more explicit distractions that people are aware of.  

Past research on pain tolerance and on the enjoyment of posi-
tive experiences has found that distraction suppresses the effect of 
the informational component associated with an experience, thereby 
increasing dependence on the more automatic affective component 
(Leventhal, Brown, Shacham, and Engquist 1979; Shiv and Nowlis 
2004). However, in this past research, the distraction (e.g., memoriz-
ing a number) was quite explicit to participants. We examine cases 
where the distraction is implicit or embedded within the experience, 
and we propose that the process is somewhat different. We suggest 
that with implicit distractions like taking pictures, the attention de-
voted towards the experience itself must be further divided, from 
simply enjoying the experience to also documenting it. This shift 
may lessen the amount of attention available for enjoying the experi-
ence itself.

We test this theory in two studies. Study 1 examined the effects 
of various types of distractions on the enjoyment and subsequent 
choice of a sampled experience. In the “High Implicit Distraction” 
condition, participants were asked to take as many pictures as pos-
sible during a 1-minute video of a private island in the Virgin Islands. 
In the “Low Implicit Distraction” condition, participants were told 
that they could take pictures if they wished, but that they weren’t 
required to. In the “High Explicit Distraction” condition, participants 
memorized an 8-digit number while watching the video. Finally, in 
the “Low Explicit Distraction” condition, participants memorized a 
2-digit number while watching the video. To gauge participants’ en-
joyment of the video, they were asked whether they would choose 
to watch a 5-minute version of the same video or instead watch an 
alternative (unsampled) 5-minute video, as well as rate their degree 
of enjoyment, involvement, and distraction while viewing the video. 

The type and level of distraction significantly influenced both 
choice and rated enjoyment. Choice of the sampled video was signif-
icantly higher with high explicit distraction (memorizing an 8-digit 
number; 82%) than with high implicit distraction (taking many pic-
tures; 50%; χ2 = 4.77, p = .029). When distraction was low, choice 
of the sampled video was marginally higher in the implicit (71%) 
than explicit condition (46%; χ2= 3.05, p = .081). Planned contrasts 
also revealed that participants taking only a few pictures enjoyed the 
experience (M= 13.42) significantly more than participants taking 
many pictures (M= 12.27, p= .05). However, participants felt sig-
nificantly more distracted in the high explicit condition than in each 
of the other conditions (all p < .05).  Thus, taking many pictures (a 
high implicit distraction) did not feel particularly distracting but did 
reduce enjoyment of the experience.

Study 2 investigated consumers’ lack of awareness of the detri-
mental consequences of taking too many pictures by looking into the 
lay theories people hold. Participants read a scenario about a person 
who vacationed at the Grand Canyon. We manipulated whether the 
vacationer took 10, 50, or 100 pictures during the 1-day trip.

The number of pictures taken significantly influenced predic-
tions of enjoyment. Positive affect was predicted to be significantly 
lower when 10 pictures were taken (M= 11.44) than when 50 or 100 
pictures were taken (M= 13.65 and M= 14.08 respectively, p < .001). 
Further, participants predicted marginally more regret when 10 pic-
tures were taken (M= 2.12) than when 50 or 100 pictures were taken 
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(M= 1.54 and M= 1.44 respectively, p= .09). Finally, participants 
predicted a significantly worse trip when 10 pictures were taken (M= 
1.76) than when 50 or 100 pictures were taken (M= 1.23 and M=1.20, 
p= .03). These results suggest that people believe that others enjoy 
experiences more, not less, when more pictures are taken.  (We also 
found that when participants rated how much they themselves would 
enjoy the trip that they read about, the number of pictures taken by 
the vacationer did not affect the participant’s own predicted enjoy-
ment. Thus, our findings cannot be explained by participants judging 
the trip to be subpar when only a few pictures were taken.) 

Our results thus far indicate that not all distractions have the 
same types of effects. The influence of distraction on the enjoyment 
of experiences depends on the nature of the distraction. While an 
explicit distraction at high levels (i.e. memorizing an 8-digit number) 
led to more enjoyment of an experience, an implicit distraction at 
high levels (i.e. taking many pictures) led to less enjoyment. Further, 
contrary to participants’ lay theories, taking many pictures was sig-
nificantly less enjoyable than taking only a few pictures.

Our findings have implications for consumers’ use of technolo-
gies such as social media while engaged in hedonic experiences.  
Further research is underway to determine if the effects observed 
here hold for other common multitasking activities like texting and 
tweeting.  In addition, we are working to develop a deeper process 
account of the effects.

Somewhere Out There: The Power of Brands to Act as 
Virtual Proxies Signifying Safety and Representing Home 

During Intense Risk-Filled Separations 

EXTENDED ABSTRACT
There are about 1,400,000 active military personnel across all 

branches: 103,000 are “afloat” and 297,000 are installed in foreign 
countries (US Census 2012, Table 509). All are in a state of risk-
filled separation. All communicate with families and friends. All 
seek to bridge the distance between themselves and loved ones. Dur-
ing separation, co-creating home and signaling proximity can bolster 
both deployed soldiers and family and friends who remain at home. 
Our research focuses on how home is enacted and consumed dur-
ing family separation and how proximity is signaled. Our context 
heightens the importance of maintaining connections to home since 
deployment often involves the risk of bodily injury.

 Fournier (1998) established that consumers create and main-
tain bonds with brands that in many ways resemble interpersonal re-
lationships. Abundant literature has considered the manner in which 
these consumer-brand and consumer-company relationships are 
formed (c.f., Aggarwal 2004; Bhattacharya and Sen 2003), are enact-
ed within specific consumer constituents (c.f., Kates 2000; Luedicke, 
Thompson and Giesler 2009), become intensified as in brand love 
(c.f., Carroll and Ahuvia 2006; Batra Ahuvia and Bagozzi 2012), and 
even eventually end (Fiona, Hall and Meamber 2012). Belk (1988) 
argues that relationships between consumers and objects are never 
truly dyadic (consumer-object), but rather are multi-pronged (con-
sumer-object-consumer). Consumers’ relationships with objects,like 
brands are most often social. Interestingly, Fournier’s (1998) in-
formants revealed that their consumer-brand bonds often originate 
in strong interpersonal relationships (a daughter engages in a rela-
tionship with a cleaning product her mother used). Schau and Gilly 
(2003) detail how consumers post brands in personal webspace as 
shorthand to communicate identity details to website visitors, engag-
ing in conspicuous virtual materialism sharing identity projects with 
known and unknown others. Research on direct transitional objects 
show people actively use mementoes to transition from one identity 

to another as in physical displacement and death (c.f., Gentry, Ken-
nedy, Paul and Hill 1995; Hill 1991; Hill and Stamey 1990; Parkin 
1999). The object sometimes stands in for a loved one or a special 
place. Research has examined how people create home away from 
home (Clapham 2012; Gorman-Murray 2007; Malone and Dooley 
2006; McCracken 1989). While these studies elucidate many com-
plexities surrounding consumers’ relationships with objects and 
brands, they do not yet reveal how consumers use brands within 
their real life, active, interpersonal relationships, or specifically 
how brands connect consumers in virtualities. Our research seeks 
to understand the manner in which consumers undergoing intense 
risk-filled separations from family and friends use brands in their 
communication with distant loved ones. Specifically, we examine 
the manner in which deployed military and their family and friends 
utilize brands in their interpersonal communications. 

Using historical documents (archived military personal cor-
respondence), brand promotions that explicitly call upon patriotic 
military themes (especially separation), 26 interviews with families 
that have experienced a military deployment, and online forums for 
deployed military and their families, we uncover the strategic use 
of brands within personal communications during intense risk-filled 
separations.

We examined outward facing consumer-brand bonds that have 
a communicative function to an external set of constituents (family 
and friends not deployed to the same base). We find two broad cat-
egories: comfort brands and military-endorsed brands. For comfort 
brands and military-endorsed brands there are two consumer-brand 
relationship trajectories: continuing (once begun they are maintained 
in and out of military service) and contextual (only active during ac-
tive military service).

Comfort Brands are consumed explicitly for comfort-oriented 
reasons. For example, brands are used to signify safety and prox-
imity to friends and family in the U.S. or to represent locales like 
home. By function, we identify them as: proxies (brands that com-
municate proximity like being under the same sky as in An Ameri-
can Tail or singing the same song, watching the same show), cozies 
(brands that communicate that military personnel are safe and the 
situation is mundane rather than in peril, such as eating Dunkin Do-
nuts), homies (brands that represent locales specifically home [US or 
regional] like McDonalds, Coca-Cola, or Alejandro tortillas specific 
to Tucson), and techies (brands that literally bring family and friends 
together technologically like Skype, iPhone/iPad, Google Chat, 
Gmail). Within comfort brand relationships we have two distinct 
types: legacy brand relationships, a form of continuing bonds (those 
that continue pre-military or extra-military consumer-brand bonds) 
and emergent brand relationships, a form of contextual bonds (those 
that emerge as comfort brands through military exposure on base).

Military Endorsed Brands are brands that military personnel 
first encountered in the military through defense-based contracts 
(e.g., Oakley) that then come to be trusted as high quality. Insiders 
who know military use of the brands and military grade standards 
come to mark these vetted high-quality brands as safe. In this re-
search, we are specifically looking at family and friends of military. 
Within the military-endorsed brands we have two types: treasures 
and tools. Treasures are a form of continuing bonds where brands 
that are initially used within the confines of the job but then are 
exported or used outside of active military-related uses (e.g., used 
within families and friend sets). Tools are a form of contextual bonds 
where brands are used only within the confines of the job. 

In essence, we find that consumers utilize brands as virtual 
proxies signifying safety and representing home during intense risk-
filled separations. Both consumers at home and those deployed share 
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pictures and stories of shared brands to strengthen bonds and com-
municate shared safety and solidarity.
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