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Prior research has concluded that feeling similar to an undesirable other is aversive. Using the consumer context of preference for

characters within stories, three experiments and an analysis of company data expose when similarity to a “bad” person can instead be

attractive.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Prior research suggests people are repulsed by feeling similar 

to someone with negative attributes (Jiang et al. 2009; Novak and 
Lerner 1968). In this work, we propose that people can also be drawn 
towards similar, ‘bad’ others. We explore this in an important con-
sumer behavior context – attraction to characters in stories.

One reason people avoid similar, negative others is such indi-
viduals threaten one’s self. Similarity to negative others might im-
ply vulnerability to their characteristics. In prior studies participants 
disliked similar “obnoxious” others (Taylor and Mettee 1971) due 
to fear their similarity implied vulnerability to unwanted afflictions.

However, what if individuals’ sense of self were not threatened 
by a similar, negative individual? We propose, in the absence of 
self-threat, similar others are more self-relevant and thus inclined to 
garner interest. Prior work suggests self-relevance is associated with 
increased involvement (Celsi and Olson 1988; Konijn and Hoorn 
2005; Petty and Cacioppo 1986). People might be more interested in 
seeking out information for similar others, even negative ones.

We look at one domain where people may experience less self-
threat when compared to similar, negative others: stories. Stories are 
encapsulated worlds; the “harm” committed by a story character can-
not impact real-world individuals, so people find perspective-taking 
in a story less threatening (Johnson et al. 2013). With no potential for 
threat, individuals might be more engaged when similar to a story’s 
villain. Thus, while consumers are repulsed by similar ‘bad’ others 
in real life (Novak and Lerner 1968), they might be drawn toward 
stories with similar villains. We test this notion across four studies.

Study 1: This study uses data from CharacTour, a social media 
platform on which users take a personality quiz, see story charac-
ters’ similarity to themselves, and become “fans” of characters. We 
have one line of data for each of 3,963 characters. Each character 
has a score on various traits; fans take a quiz on the same traits, and 
the data indicates 1) the character’s score on each trait, 2) what per-
cent of that character’s fans “have” each trait, where “having” a trait 
means having a high score (a 4 or 5), and 3) if the character is a vil-
lain. We use character trait score to predict percent of villains’ fans 
who have that trait. We include non-villains as a baseline. We found 
a significant effect of character’s trait score on percent of fans with 
that trait, controlling for differences across fans and traits. The effect 
was stronger for villains than non-villains.

Study 2. This experiment was 2 (hero vs. villain) x 2 (similar 
vs. different) x 2 (positive vs. negative traits) between-subjects. Par-
ticipants (418) imagined a friend telling them about Sam, a villain/
hero in a new television show. Participants saw 21 of Sam’s traits and 
selected which four were most similar to/different from themselves. 
To control for valence, participants saw either all positive traits or 
all negative traits. They indicated show interest on a 3-item, 7-point 
scale, which was averaged (α = 0.95). The similar villain led to great-
er show preference than the dissimilar villain (F(1, 203) = 12.90, p 
< .001). Similarity was attractive regardless of valence (F(1, 203) = 
2.28, p = .132). In a three-way ANOVA on the full data there were 
no significant two- or three-way interactions (all p > 0.2), suggesting 
similarity had an equally positive effect for villains and heroes.

Study 3. This experiment was 2-cell (similar vs. different) be-
tween-subjects. Participants (376) saw information “from a friend” 
about Sam, the villain of a new show. Participants completed the 
similarity manipulation and dependent measures from Study 2 (aver-

aged - α = 0.95) and answered Houston and Walker’s (1996) 6-item, 
7-point scale measuring perceived self-relevance of Sam (averaged 
- α = 0.97). We tested for mediation using the PROCESS macro 
(model 4) in SPSS with 5,000 bootstrapping samples (Preacher, 
Rucker, and Hayes 2007; Hayes 2013) with similarity condition as 
the independent variable, show preference as the dependent variable, 
and self-relevance as the mediator. Similarity significantly predicted 
self-relevance (B = 0.49, SE = 0.10, t = 4.88, p < .001), self-relevance 
significantly predicted show preference (B = 0.71, SE = 0.04, t = 
19.06, p < .001), and the indirect effect of similarity on show prefer-
ence through self-relevance was significant (Effect = 0.35, SE = 0.07; 
95% CI [0.20, 0.50]). This suggests the effect of similarity on show 
preference is mediated by perceived self-relevance.

Study 4. This experiment, preregistered on AsPredicted.org, was 
2 (similar vs. not similar) x 2 (date vs. alone) between-subjects. Par-
ticipants (394) first learned people who are similar to others are of-
ten assumed to be similar on other dimensions. In a “separate” task, 
participants decided what to do alone or on a first date after seeing 
a screen shot of a text message “from a close friend.” The friend 
recommends a movie, Fractured Mind, in which the villain Sam kills 
someone. In the similar conditions, the text also describes Sam as 
similar to the participant. Participants answered the same movie pref-
erence items as previous studies (averaged - α = 0.96). A two-way 
ANOVA showed a significant interaction effect between similarity 
and context (date vs. alone - F(1, 390) = 4.01, p < .046) such that 
in the first date conditions similarity significantly decreased movie 
preference (F(1,390) = 6.41, p = .012), suggesting the context made 
similarity aversive despite the villain being embedded in a story. In 
the alone conditions, similarity non-significantly increased movie 
preference (F(1,390) = 0.09, p = .764).

Feeling similar to a ‘bad’ person can be threatening (Novak and 
Lerner 1968). However, across three experiments and company data, 
we demonstrate that within stories the opposite seems true – similar-
ity to a ‘bad’ story character is attractive. This has potential implica-
tions for consumer behavior. Despite their bad behavior, consumers 
seem to willingly identify with villains. However, prior work shows 
similarity to bad others can increase bad behavior. This suggests 
villain-loving consumers might be desensitizing themselves to im-
morality – meaning it may be risky discovering your “dark side.”
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