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Abstract

This study focuses on analysis of the factors that can increase the persuasive
effectiveness of information campaigns using narratives. An experiment was carried out in
which similarity with the protagonist was manipulated in a video about a victim of gender
violence. In one condition the protagonist was said to be Spanish (high similarity), and in the
other version she was said to be Argentinian (low similarity). In both cases the protagonist
was portrayed as living in Madrid (Spain). The participants (75 Spanish women) then filled
out a questionnaire that included measures about emotional impact, identification with the
protagonist, and risk perception regarding becoming a victim of abuse. Results showed that
similarity with the protagonist has an indirect influence on risk perception through negative
emotions and identification.
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This study focuses on analyzing
factors that can increase the persuasiveness
of campaigns aimed at confronting social
problems (in the case, gender violence),
taking as a reference those constructed
around a narrative. In this context, by
narrative we mean a sequence of events
that are causally connected (therefore not
random), in which a series of characters
are used whose experience can serve to
teach (Hoeken, Kolthoff, & Sanders,
2016). A narrative always provides
information (and implicit or explicit
arguments) based on which individuals can
change or adapt their beliefs, attitudes and
behaviors. Research into  narrative
persuasion studies the processes or
mechanisms that explain how narratives
can change attitudes, beliefs or behaviors
(de Graaf, Hoeken, Sanders, & Beentjes,
2012; Green & Brock, 2000; Hoeken &
Fikkers, 2014; Igartua & Barrios, 2012). A
meta-analysis review has shown that

narratives have significant effects on
attitudes, beliefs, behavioral intention and
behavior (Braddock & Dillard, 2016).

One of the main fields where this
line of research is being applied is in health
communication from the perspective of
entertainment-education (de Graaf,
Sanders, & Hoeken, 2016; Frank, Murphy,
Chatterjee, Moran, &  Baezconde-
Garbanati, 2015; Igartua & Vega, 2016;
Moyer-Gusé, Chung, & Jain, 2011;
Robinson & Knobloch-Westerwick, 2017).
Many advertising campaigns (whether
commercial or socially-oriented) are based
on the construction of narrative messages,
as in the use of publicity genres called
testimonials, slice of life and other story-
based advertisements. Thus, it is important
to learn which factors in the design of
narratives for the prevention or awareness-
raising of social problems (in this study,
gender violence) increase their persuasive
impact and, therefore their effectiveness as



tools of media intervention. In this study
we address the variables related to the
construction of characters (in particular,
the similarity between character and
audience), reception processes
(identification ~ with  characters  and
emotions) and individual differences
(modern racism).

Similarity, Identification with
Characters, and Persuasive Impact

Characters are a basic ingredient in
any narration and therefore their design,
characteristics, or attributes can condition
reception processes and persuasive impact
(Moyer-Gusé, 2008). In the field of
narrative persuasion, it has been shown
that identification with characters plays an
important mediating role: for a narrative to
cause a persuasive impact there must be a
high identification with the characters
involved (de Graaf et al., 2012; Hoeken &
Fikkers, 2014; Igartua & Barrios, 2012;
Igartua & Vega, 2016). In this context,
identification ~with characters is a
cognitive-affective process that takes place
during reception (reading, viewing) of the
narrative message and that is linked to
perspective-taking or cognitive empathy
(putting oneself in the shoes of the
character) emotional empathy (feeling the
same emotions as the character ) and the
temporary loss of self-awareness (the
receiver of the narrative imagines being the
character, taking on his or her identity, and
becoming merged with the character)
(Cohen, 2001; Igartua & Barrios, 2012;
Moyer-Guse, 2008).

Previous research has shown that
the characteristics of characters condition
reception processes (such as appraisal of
the character, emotions and identification)
(Hoeken &  Sinkeldam, 2014), that
identification plays an important role in
emotional activation (the greater the
identification, the greater the emotional
impact) (Hoeken, Kolthoff, & Sanders,
2016), and that in addition, it is an
important mechanism in explaining the
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impact of narratives on attitudes (together
with emotions) (de Graaf et al., 2012;
Igartua & Vega, 2016).

To date there has been little
research into the factors involved in the
construction of characters that can increase
identification and, indirectly, persuasive
impact. One line of research in this field is
related to the effect that similarity between
the protagonist of the narrative and the
audience has on identification, and on the
persuasive effectiveness of the story
(Chen, Bell, & Taylor, 2016; de Graaf,
2014; Hoeken, Kolthoff, & Sanders, 2016).
Similarity describes a process through
which a message receiver assesses the
extent to which he or she shares certain
traits with the message protagonist.
Similarity can be based on objective traits
(such as demographic aspects, gender, or
nationality) but also on psychological or
subjective  characteristics  (such  as
personality, beliefs, opinions or values). It
is assumed that both perceived similarity
and similarity in objective attributes
increase identification and, indirectly,
affect attitudes. In fact, it has even been
maintained that similarity is a prerequisite
for identification with a character, since
identification involves a merging of
identities (Cohen, 2001). In other words, it
is assumed that the greater the similarity to
a character, the greater the identification,
leading to our first hypothesis:

HI1: Similarity with the protagonist
of an awareness-raising narrative
on gender violence will cause
greater identification with that
character.

Previous research into the effect of
similarity on persuasive impact has been
carried out using written stories or short
stories. Similarity has been manipulated
experimentally by varying the
characteristics of the main character in the
story and at the same time taking into
account the situation or characteristics of
the study participants or receivers (Chen et



al., 2016; de Graaf, 2014; Hoeken et al.,
2016). For example, in the study carried
out by de Graaf (2014), information about
where the main character of the narrative
lived was manipulated (with her parents or
in a student dorm); at the same time, the
participants were asked with whom they
lived. High similarity was assumed if the
place of residence of the character
coincided with the place of the residence
of the person reading the story. In this
case, it can be said that similarity was
manipulated in demographic terms (place
of residence). The narrative was focused
on health topics (the main character had
cancer and the narrative described how she
faced the disease) and the persuasive
objective was to increase risk perception,
since risk perception has been considered a
determinant factor in preventive or health
behavior, and can also be considered an
indication of awareness. In this context, an
important effect of the narrative messages
used in entertainment-education is that
they  reduce the  perception  of
invulnerability and as a result increase risk
perception (“this could happen to me”),
which has an influence on intentions of
preventive behavior or helps individuals to
be alert to situations of risk in the future
(Moyer-Gusé, 2008). The results showed
that similarity with the character had an
influence on perceived similarity and
furthermore increased risk perception (de
Graaf, 2014). Thus, similarity had an
attitudinal effect consistent with the
contents of the narrative. Taking these
results into account, we postulated the
second hypothesis of the study in relation
to the effect of similarity on risk
perception.

H2: Similarity with the protagonist
of an awareness-raising narrative
on gender violence will induce a
greater perception of the risk of
becoming a victim of abuse.
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Social Perception of Gender Violence,
Immigration and Modern Racism

Taking research into narrative
persuasion as a reference, it is worth
positing that when awareness-raising
campaigns are carried out in relation to
gender violence using narratives (based on
testimonials or slice of life, for example),
the messages should have protagonists
who produce a high sense of identification
among women. In this context,
identification can be facilitated when the
protagonist of the narrative is perceived as
similar by the audience (women in
particular, as the potential victims of
abuse). In the research carried out for this
study we took into account a demographic
aspect to manipulate the similarity
experimentally: the nationality of the
protagonist of the narrative. There are
several lines of research that justify the
choice of this characteristic.

The first thing to highlight is that
content analysis studies about the reporting
of gender violence have shown that this
topic is usually associated with
immigration. For example, the news may
show that foreign women or immigrants
are the ones most suffering from gender
abuse, or when gender violence is reported,
the victim’s nationality is stated, indicating
whether she is a foreigner or immigrant
(Roman, Garcia, & Alvarez, 2011). Thus,
the stereotype of gender violence is shown
to be something inherent to “other
cultures” (Erez, Adelman, & Gregory,
2009; Wright & Benson, 2010). In relation
to this, different surveys about the social
perception of gender violence carried out
in Spain have shown that respondents
consider that there are more perpetrators
among foreigners than among the Spanish,
and they also perceive that foreign women
are more vulnerable to gender violence
(Meil, 2014). In fact, one of the myths of
gender violence is to think that it only
occurs in underdeveloped countries
(Bosch-Fiol & Ferrer-Pérez, 2012). As a
result of all this, it is worth postulating that



prejudice  against immigrants could
interfere in the effectiveness of campaigns
against gender violence with immigrant
women as protagonists, given that they
may stimulate a lower risk perception and
cause a lower identification with the
victims, especially among individuals who
more strongly reject immigration.

In this context it was found that
prejudice against immigrants is associated
with more negative attitudes and emotions
towards immigrants in everyday situations.
It is logical to think that this effect will
also manifest in a situation of parasocial
intergroup contact, such as when watching
a narrative message about gender violence
with an immigrant as the protagonist. In
fact, it has been pointed out that
individuals show ingroup favoritism when
choosing the contents of media
entertainment: they prefer to consume
entertainment products that have characters
from their same group (defined by criteria
such as gender, age, ethnic origin or
nationality) (Park, 2012).

Prejudice towards immigrants can
be conceptualized from several different
theoretical perspectives, giving rise to
different forms of measurement. In this
study we based our research on the concept
of modern racism (McConahay, Hardee, &
Batts, 1981). Modern racism is a subtle
form of prejudice and is linked to
ambivalent reactions towards persons of a
specific ~ outgroup (in  our case,
immigrants). On one hand, a person who
shows a high level of modern racism
thinks that immigrants (or other ethnic
minorities) break the rules and values of
the host society; in addition, they believe
that they “ask for too much;” they think
that the government or institutions devote
excessive social or economic resources to
protect immigrants, that their own group is
being ignored or harmed in some way, and
therefore they feel a certain resentment
towards these groups. For these reasons,
modern racism is associated with reactions
of mistrust and avoidance of contact with
persons of the outgroup and also with
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feeling uncomfortable, insecure, distrustful
and less positive about them (Gaertner &
Dovidio, 1986).

Research into modern racism and
its links to processes of reception and
narrative persuasion is scant (Eno &
Ewoldsen, 2010; Igartua & Frutos, 2017).
Eno and Ewoldsen (2010) observed that
individuals® prior level of prejudice
towards people of color (measured by the
scale of modern racism) influenced how
participants interpreted a film with an anti-
racist message. Moreover, it has been
observed that people with a high level of
prejudice (high on the modern racism
scale) experienced a lower empathic
identification =~ with ~ the  immigrant
protagonists in films. However, it was also
observed that watching a movie with a
message of empathy towards immigrants
caused greater identification with the
immigrant characters, which in turn
induced more positive attitudes towards
immigration, but this process only took
place among individuals with a low or
moderate level of modern racism (Igartua
& Frutos, 2017). This means that modern
racism, as a measure of prejudice towards
immigrants, can interfere in reception
processes, conditioning narrative
persuasion processes.

Thus, in the research presented here
it is expected that prejudice towards
immigrants (modern racism) will act as a
moderating variable: individuals with
greater prejudice towards immigrants will
experience greater identification when the
protagonist of the message meant to raise
awareness of gender violence is presented
as Spanish than when she is presented as a
foreigner.

H3: Among participants with a low
level of modern racism, the
similarity will not affect their
identification. However, among the
participants with a high level of
modern racism, the similarity will
induce a high identification.



Secondly, @ we  postulate a
moderated mediation model (Hayes, 2013),
which involves simultaneously analyzing
the role of modern racism (as moderating
variable) and identification with character
(as mediating variable) to explain the
indirect effect of similarity in the risk
perception of becoming a victim of gender
abuse.
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H4: Similarity with the protagonist
of the narrative will stimulate
greater identification, which in turn
will be associated with a greater
risk perception of being a victim of
gender abuse; this  process,
however, will take place only
among individuals with a high level
of modern racism (see Figure 1).

Identification with
the protagonist

Nationality ofthe

Perceived risk of beinga

protagonist (Spanish vs.
immigrant)

victim of gender
violence

Figure 1. Moderated mediation model of the effect of similarity on the perceived risk of being

a victim of gender violence (H4)
Method
Participants

Seventy-five women participated in
the research study. All of them were
Spanish university students with a mean
age of 2029 (SD = 1.81). Their
participation was voluntary and they did
not receive any compensation for
participating in the study.

Design and Procedure

A random two-group design was
chosen, the independent variable being
similarity =~ in  demographic  terms
(nationality) with the protagonist of a
video narrative (a public service
announcement constructed as a narrative
that tells the story of Maria, a victim of
gender violence) with two conditions: low
similarity (the protagonist is presented as
an Argentinian woman living in Madrid,

and thus a foreign immigrant) or high
similarity (the protagonist is presented as a
Spanish woman living in Madrid). The
manipulation was carried out by editing the
video shown to the participants.

The participants were invited to
join the study (individually), and once they
had agreed, they were randomly assigned
to one of the two experimental conditions.
Before viewing the video they had to
answer a questionnaire intended to collect
information about the following variables:
prejudice towards immigrants (modern
racism scale), age and nationality (to
eliminate any women who were not
Spanish from the study). They were then
shown a video (on a laptop) and
immediately afterward they were asked to
complete a second questionnaire aimed at
collecting information about the reception
processes (the emotions felt, identification,
enjoyment), about the risk perception of
becoming a victim of gender violence, and



finally, they were asked if they recalled the
nationality of the protagonist.

The video production used was
based on an awareness-raising campaign
against gender violence and abuse
sponsored by the government of Argentina
and it showed several explicit situations of
gender abuse and violence in a family
setting. The video was edited (some
dialogues were taken out, some music and
subtitles were added) to create versions of
the same running time (2 minutes and 5
seconds) where the viewer could read the
subtitled dialogue and therefore no
Argentinian or Spanish accent would be
heard that would condition the reception
process. The experimental manipulation
involved  presenting the following
information in text on the screen to
introduce the protagonist (duration: 8
seconds): “Maria, Spanish [Argentinian],
43 years old. She has been living in
Madrid for 6 years. She is the mother of 3
children and has been married to Juan, her
abuser, for 15 years. This is her story...”.
After the introduction of the protagonist,
the images move ahead with scenes of
violence perpetrated by Maria’s husband,
Juan. The video images are accompanied
by music with a sad tone and a series of
subtitles with expressions by Juan and by
Maria. The texts were the same in the two
experimental conditions. The public
service announcement ends with an image
in which the protagonist is seen opening a
piece of paper with a helpline telephone
number on it and the following written
message: “Another kind of life is possible;
we all have the right to live without
violence; report him!”

The dramatic element (increased by
the soundtrack) was meant to cause an
emotional impact, to have the participants
put themselves in the victim’s shoes
(Maria), and to induce them to think that
Maria’s situation could happen to anyone
(that is, to activate risk perception) and that
therefore they should be prepared and
know how to act. Indeed, the end of the
short film contains a message of hope and
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proposes a clear idea with respect to
gender violence, encouraging women to
report it and change their lives.

Measures

Prejudice towards immigrants.
This variable was measured using the
Modern Racism Scale by McConahay et
al. (1981). The scale consists of 10 items
(e.g., “in recent years, immigrants have
done better economically than they
deserve”; ranging from 1 = strongly
disagree to 7 = strongly agree). A modern
racism index was created by adding up all
the items after recoding two reverse item,
and a Cronbach’s alpha of .84 was
obtained (M =2.32, SD = 0.86).

Negative emotions. Participants
were asked: “How did you feel while
watching the video? Think of the different
things that happened in the video you have
just watched and indicate on a scale of 0
(nothing) to 4 (very much) how much you
experienced the following feelings”. The
scale was comprised of 10 items referring
to negative emotions (e.g., anger, disgust,
sadness; fear; o = .78; M = 1.86, SD =
0.69).

Enjoyment. The participants were
asked the following: How would you
assess, overall, the video you’ve just
watched? (ranging from 1 = I didn’t like it
at all, to 10 =1 liked it a lot; M = 6.10, SD
=2.11).

Identification with the
protagonist. This was evaluated with a
scale consisting of 11 items (Igartua &
Barrios, 2012), designed to measure
retrospectively the participant’s
identification with the protagonist of the
public service announcement, Maria (e.g.,
“I experienced in myself Maria’s
emotional reactions”; ranging from 1 = not
at all, to 5 = a lot). In index of
identification with Maria was created
based on calculating the average of the
scores in the 11 items (o = .87; M = 3.17,
SD =0.72).



Risk perception with respect to
gender violence. A three-item scale was
used to assess this factor: How likely do
you think it is that you personally could
find yourself involved in a situation of
gender violence? How likely do you think
it is that a person similar to you (in age,
educational level, social class) could find
herself involved in a situation of gender
violence? and How likely do you think it is
that a person from your surroundings could
find herself involved in a situation of
gender violence? (ranging from 1 = not at
all, to 10 = very). Principal components
factor analysis showed that the three
variables considered measured a single
latent factor that explained 70.40% of the
variance. We therefore created a risk
perception index of falling victim to abuse
based on calculating the average of the
scores in the three items (a0 = .78; M =
4.75, SD = 1.96).

Results
Preliminary Analyses

First, we  checked  whether
significant differences existed between the
participants in the two experimental
conditions in the age, enjoyment and
negative  emotions. No  statistically
significant differences were observed in
age (1(73) = -0.72, p = .468) and on
enjoyment (#(71) = 1.49, p = .140).
However, similarity with the protagonist
had a statistically significant effect on the
negative emotions (#70) = 2.24, p < .028).
The participants who viewed the public
service announcement to raise awareness
of gender violence in which the protagonist
was said to be Spanish experienced more
intense negative emotions (M = 2.02, SD =
0.62) in comparison to the participants
who watched the video in which the victim
of gender abuse was presented as an
immigrant (M = 1.67, SD = 0.72).

Finally, we tested whether the
experimental manipulation had been
successful, that is, whether the

Persuading women against gender violence 7

participants’ recall of Maria’s nationality
was consistent with the version of the
video they were shown. Statistically
significant differences were found in their
recall of the protagonist’s nationality (%’
(2, N=175)=48.36, p <.001). Among the
participants who viewed the video in
which the woman was presented as
Spanish, 60% correctly identified her
nationality. In the case of the participants
who were told that the woman was
Argentinian, 77.1% correctly recalled this
fact. Overall, it can be said that the
experimental manipulation worked, given
that the information on the woman’s
nationality  (only presented at the
beginning of the video for 8 seconds) was
recalled by most of the participants and in
a way consistent with the version they had
been randomly assigned.

Hypothesis 1: Effect of Similarity on
Identification with the Protagonist

The effect of similarity on
identification with the protagonist was not
statistically significant (#69) = 0.09, p =
.926). Identification with the protagonist
was similar both when she was presented
as being Spanish (M = 3.17, SD = 0.69)
and when presented as Argentinian (M =
3.16, SD = 0.77). Further, we performed a
mediation analysis (with PROCESS
macro, model 4; Hayes, 2013) and it was
found that similarity exerts an indirect
effect on identification by means of
negative emotions (B indirect effect = -16, SE =
.09, 95% CI [.01, .41]). That is, similarity
induced a deeper experience of negative
emotions (B = .35, SE = .17, p < .041) and
these, in turn, were associated with a
greater identification with the protagonist
of the public service announcement
regarding gender violence (B = .46, SE =
.11, p <.001). Therefore, H1 was partially
supported empirically.



Hypothesis 2: Effect of Similarity on the
Risk Perception of Becoming a Victim of
Abuse

H2 was tested through multiple
linear regression analysis in which the
independent variable was the experimental
condition (0 = low similarity, 1 = high
similarity to the protagonist), the negative
emotions index was introduced in the
analysis as a covariable, and the risk
perception index for gender violence was
the dependent variable. It was observed
that similarity had no statistically
significant effect on risk perception (ff = -
A8, p = .129). Moreover, negative
emotions did not affect the dependent
variable (§ = .02, p = .816). Thus, H2 was
not confirmed by the data.

Hypothesis 3: Effect of Modern Racism
as a Moderator Variable of the Relation
Between Similarity and Identification

To test H3, we used the PROCESS
macro (model 1) which allowed us to
analyze whether there was an interaction
effect between similarity and modern
racism on the identification with the
protagonist. It was observed that the
interaction effect was not statistically
significant (B = .25, SE = .22, p = .259),
that is, that the impact of similarity on
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identification was not moderated by
modern racism. Therefore, H3 is not
supported empirically. Modern racism did
affect identification (B = -.33, SE = .15, p
< .039), that is, the higher the level of
modern racism, the less the identification,
regardless of the version viewed by the
participants.

Since differences in the negative
emotions were observed, we tested
whether that effect could be moderated by
modern racism. To do so, we again
employed the PROCESS macro (model 1),
observing that the interaction effect was
statistically significant (B = .52, SE = .18,
p < .006), that is, the impact of similarity
on negative emotions was moderated by
modern racism. Analysis of the conditional
effect of similarity on negative emotions
showed that that effect was not statistically
significant among the participants with a
low score in modern racism (B =-.13, SE =
22, p = .548), was marginally significant
when the participants showed a moderate
level of modern racism (B = .30, SE = .15,
p = .052), and was statistically significant
in cases where modern racism was high (B
= .75, SE = .22, p < .001). These results
show that similarity induced more negative
emotions, but only when the modern
racism levels were moderate to high (see
Figure 2).

-
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Negative emotions index

High MR (B = .75, p < .001)

----
"""
----
....

-~
-
e ———
—
-

Low MR (B = -.13, p = .548)

Similarity with the protagonist (0 = low, 1 = high)

Figure 2. Moderating effect of modern racism (MR) on the relation between similarity with
the protagonist and experiencing negative emotions



Hypothesis 4: Indirect Effect of
Similarity on Risk Perception

Hypothesis 4  postulated a
moderated mediation model in an attempt
to understand the roles played by
identification with the protagonist in the
public service announcement as a
mediating variable of the effect of
similarity on risk perception, but also
taking into account the role of modern
racism as a moderating variable. To test
this hypothesis, we used the PROCESS
macro (model 7) for SPSS developed by
Hayes (2013). This macro makes it
possible to test different mediational
models based on the bootstrapping
technique (Hayes, 2009). Model 7 of this
procedure allowed us to calculate the
conditional indirect effects, that is, to
analyze the effect of an independent
variable (similarity to the protagonist of
the video) on a dependent variable (risk
perception), through a mediating variable
(identification with the protagonist) and for
different levels of a moderating variable
(modern racism). In our study the
conditional indirect effects were calculated
using 10,000 Dbootstrapping samples,
generating confidence intervals of the bias-
corrected bootstrap type.

The results showed that, as had
been previously observed, similarity did
not significantly affect identification (B = -
46, SE = .54, p = .388). The moderating
effect of modern racism on the relation
between similarity and identification was
not statistically significant either (B = .25,
SE = 22, p = .259), although modern
racism did affect identification (B = -.33,
SE = .15, p < .039). Identification with the
protagonist was associated with higher risk
perception (B = .83, SE = .29, p < .006),
but no conditional indirect effect turned
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out to be statistically significant, and
therefore the moderated mediation index
was not statistically significant either
(IMM = 21, SE = .22, 95% CI [-.14, .76]).
From these results it can be deduced that
identification with the protagonist does
play a relevant role in the activation of risk
perception. In any case, since similarity did
not affect identification and modern racism
did not exert a moderating effect, H4 was
not confirmed by the data.

Taking into account that modern
racism moderated the effect of similarity
on the negative emotions experienced,
affected identification and that
identification significantly influenced risk
perception, we tested a new mediational
model. A mediation model with two
mediators was  postulated (negative
emotions and identification) that operate in
sequence to determine the indirect effect of
similarity on risk perception, and modern
racism was included as a covariable. The
PROCESS macro was again used to test
this model, but on this occasion model 6
(Hayes, 2013) was used. The analysis
performed (see Figure 3) revealed that
similarity was positively associated in a
statistically ~ significant ~ way  with
experiencing negative emotions (B = .35,
SE = .17, p < .041). In turn, the negative
emotions were statistically associated with
identification with the protagonist (B = .46,
SE = .11, p < .001). Finally, identification
significantly influenced risk perception (B
= .76, SE = .36, p < .039). In addition, the
indirect effect of similarity on risk
perception, after including the two
mediating variables considered to operate
in sequence (negative emotions >
identification) turned out to be statistically
significant (B indirect effect = -12, SE = .10,
95% CI[.001, .45]).



Negative
emotions \
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Similarity with
the protagonist N ——====~
(0 =low, 1 = high)
\
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Perceived risk of
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being a victim of
gender violence

\
Identification with
the protagonist

*p<.05,*** p<.001

Indirect effect
Similarity = Negative emotions - Identification = Risk perception
B =.12, SE =.10, 95% CI [.001, .45]

Figure 3. Results of the mediation model: the indirect effect of similarity on risk perception
through negative emotions and identification with the protagonist (showing the

unstandardized regression coefficients, B)
Conclusions and Discussion

The results of our experimental
study shed light on the importance of
similarity ~with the protagonist of
entertainment-education narratives applied,
in this case, to campaigns aimed at raising
awareness of gender violence. This study
also makes a significant contribution to
research into narrative persuasion and the
role of emotions and identification with
characters as explanatory mechanisms (de
Graaf, 2014; de Graaf et al., 2012; Hoeken
& Fikkers, 2014; Hoeken et al., 2016;
Hoeken & Sinkeldam, 2014; Igartua &
Barrios, 2012; Igartua & Vega, 2016).

Although the hypotheses
formulated  were  not  completely
corroborated by the analysis, important
results were obtained towards progress in
this research field. The first hypothesis
posited a direct effect of similarity on
identification; however, what we found
was that similarity exerts an indirect effect
on identification by means of negative
emotions. This result is important because
it indicates that only narratives that have
characters similar to the audience to which
they are addressed will have the potential

to provoke identification with the
protagonist, through an emotional route.

The third hypothesis posited that
the effect of similarity on identification
would be conditioned by the previous level
of prejudice the participants felt towards
immigrants. In this context, modern racism
has been pointed out in previous studies as
a relevant variable for understanding
intergroup relations (McConahay et al.,
1981) and the process of reception and
impact of fictional feature-length movies
in which significant examples of relations
between characters pertaining to ethnic or
cultural minorities and characters of the
ingroup are shown (Eno & Ewoldsen,
2010; Igartua & Frutos, 2017). The results
show that modern racism (taken as a
measure of prejudice towards immigrants)
did not condition identification. However,
two significant results were indeed
obtained in this context: first, that the
individuals with a higher level of modern
racism identified less with the protagonist
of the narrative (regardless of her
nationality); and second, that modern
racism moderated the relation between
similarity and negative emotions.



The results allow us to confirm that
similarity exerts a differential effect on
experiencing negative emotions when
watching a dramatic narrative about a
woman who is a victim of gender violence,
as a function of modern racism. The
participants with a low level of modern
racism reacted in a similar way as far as
negative emotions were concerned when
faced with a story whose protagonist was
either an immigrant woman or a Spanish
native. However, the participants who
showed a high level of prejudice towards
immigrants experienced more intense
negative emotions when they were told
that the protagonist victim of gender
violence was Spanish than when she was
said to be a foreign immigrant to Spain. In
other words, for individuals with a high
level of prejudice towards immigrants, the
“drama” of the Spanish Maria caused more
unease than the same drama experienced
by the immigrant Maria.

Thus, it has been possible to
confirm that individuals’ previous level of
prejudice towards immigrants conditions
their reception processes (experiencing
negative emotions and identification).
Although modern racism did not moderate
the relation between similarity and
identification, it did reduce the level of
identification regardless of the
demographic  characteristics of  the
protagonist of the narrative. Moreover,
modern racism moderated the relation
between similarity and negative emotions.
These results can be interpreted by taking
the following elements into account: a)
gender violence is presented in the news as
a problem affecting mostly immigrants, b)
gender violence is perceived as affecting
underdeveloped countries to a greater
extent, and, c¢) immigrant women are
thought to be more vulnerable to gender
abuse (Bosch-Fiol & Ferrer-Pérez, 2012;
Meil, 2014; Roman et al., 2011).

The second hypothesis postulated
an effect of similarity on the risk
perception of becoming a victim of gender
violence. In turn, the fourth hypothesis
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posited an explanation of that relation
taking into account the role of
identification (as a mediating variable) and
modern racism (as a moderating variable).
Although the moderated mediation model
postulated did not turn out to be
significant, it was observed that similarity
did exert an indirect effect on risk
perception through negative emotions and
identification. = Regardless  of  the
participants’ level of modern racism, a
narrative with a main character similar in
demographic terms caused more negative
emotions to be felt, which led to greater
identification with the character and in
turn, was associated with a greater risk
perception of becoming a victim of abuse.
It can thus be affirmed that similarity in
demographic terms (nationality, in this
case) is a relevant process in increasing
identification with the protagonist of the
story through inducing emotions, and that
this conditions the persuasive impact. On a
theoretical level these results endorse the
centrality of  similarity, (negative)
emotions and identification in explaining
narrative  persuasion  processes  and
converge with the results of previous
studies (de Graaf, 2014; Hoeken et al.,
2016).

The result of the mediational
analysis is consistent with those obtained
in the study by Hoeken and Sinkeldam
(2014), even though these authors
postulated an inverse sequence (and in
their study they did not manipulate
similarity but rather the attractiveness of
the character). In the present study it is
evident that a highly intense dramatic
narrative (showing examples of incidents
of physical abuse) immediately provokes
negative emotions, which can lead
spectators to identify with and put
themselves in the place of the victim.
Given the dramatic nature of the scenes
shown in the video, it is logical that
identification is not a requirement for
producing emotional impact; rather, the
latter takes place as an automatic process.
Once the spectators have put themselves in



the protagonist’s shoes it is logical to
expect their risk or vulnerability perception
to increase. In this regard, in a previous
study it was found that identification with
the main characters of a TV series that
broached the consequences of an undesired
teenage  pregnancy  increased  the
audience’s risk perception and this in turn
stimulated a higher behavioral intention to
prevent pregnancy (Moyer-Gusé & Nabi,
2010). Thus, the findings of our study are
consistent with the idea that people are
susceptible to attitudes shown by
characters in narratives (de Graaf et al.,
2012). It can be confirmed that the process
is posited as follows: if the protagonist of a
narrative is perceived as similar, a
cognitive-emotional connection with that
character takes place more easily; this will
cause the opinions, beliefs and attitudes of
the character to have a greater impact on
the audience, because when people identify
with a character they are more likely to
take on the character’s point of view than
when that connection does not exist.

One limitation of this study has to
do with the manipulation of the nationality
of the protagonist. It was observed that
recall of the nationality was not the same
in the two conditions, such that a
significant percentage of the individuals
who saw the video in which the
protagonist was said to be Argentinian
either thought she was Spanish (11.4%) or
could not recall the information (11.4%).
Despite the fact that the large majority of
the participants correctly identified the
nationality of the protagonist in both
experimental conditions (more than 60%,
when the information was only presented
at the beginning of the video and only
lasted 8 seconds), it is very likely that the
manipulation of the similarity would have
yielded stronger effects in regard to
identification if the protagonist had been
described as Moroccan, given that as of
today Moroccan immigrants are the
immigrant group that arouses most dislike
in Spanish public opinion (Cea D’Ancona
& Valles Martinez, 2014). In future
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studies, narratives with protagonists who
are immigrants pertaining to stigmatized
groups should be used (Chung & Slater,
2013). Other factors involved in the
construction of characters that could
increase their similarity should also be
looked into. For example, it could be
postulated that similarity in terms of social
identity (where character and audience
share a common identity in relation to
opinions, beliefs, habits, tastes or
preferences) also plays a relevant role.

With respect to the practical
implications of the results of our study, and
in relation to the development of
campaigns for raising awareness of gender
violence, it would be advisable to work
with narratives in which the nationality of
the protagonist is not indicated (or shown
indirectly), as this can condition the
effectiveness of the message. Campaigns
designed to raise awareness of gender
violence that feature protagonists who are
immigrants (as a stigmatized outgroup)
could reinforce stereotypes about the link
between immigration and gender violence,
and thus have a pernicious effect instead of
contributing to the eradication of gender
violence. Recall that the positive indirect
effect of similarity on risk perception
means that when similarity is low, a lower
risk perception is stimulated.
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