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Data on the enjoyment of violence in fiction have been mixed in identifying the source of 
enjoyment. We argue that violence is more likely to be perceived as enjoyable when it is paired 
with recipient choice and creation of aesthetic distance. We presented participants with short 
stories of 6-11 sentences and twice gave them choices between low or high violence for the 
protagonist’s actions. Participants who opted for high degrees of violence reported significantly 
higher satisfaction with the overall story. In contrast, when we presented participants with the 
same stories without reader choices, participants rated the stories with higher violence as 
significantly less satisfactory than the lower violence stories. To interpret these data, we suggest 
that opting for high violence in fiction serves as a gate for enjoyment by creating a zone of 
control and one detached from morality. Enjoyment of high violence in fiction is driven by an 
active creation of aesthetic distance which includes moral disengagement. People who did not 
have a choice or did not opt for high violence felt low levels of satisfaction, felt guilty for the low 
violence, and did not create a zone of aesthetic distance to enjoy the story. 
 
Keywords: 
 
Violence/Aggression 
Fiction 
Narrative 
Moral detachment 
Interactive fiction 
Aesthetic distance 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
Introduction 
  
 

Fiction, media, and entertainment contain frequent presentations of violence, the effects of 

which have been the frequent source of debate and consideration. In this paper, we will focus 

on the enjoyment of violence in interactive or participatory fiction where readers get to make 

choices about plot development and will compare our findings to fiction where readers cannot 

make choices. We will examine under which conditions people are more likely to opt for highly 

violent plot developments and we will study how different options for low and high levels of 

violence affect the overall satisfaction with the story and when people show signs of regret after 

violent choices. Our results indicate that it is not simply predisposition or trait that leads people 

to enjoy highly violent stories. Rather, we suggest that the choice for high violence is potentially 

available to all or most people. And when people make this choice for highly violent stories, they 

are much more likely to enjoy the story. With the act of choosing high violence, people claim 

agency over the media content, simply by their act of choosing. These findings are significant to 

understand the appeal violence has for media users. The appeal might not so much be to 

satisfy a disposition, but rather an act of creating or choosing stories that break out of the 

ordinary and thus open an aesthetic zone for enjoyment. To the best of our knowledge, no 

studies so far have examined violence in choice-making in such stories. 

  

The vicarious enjoyment of violence in the media has been well documented but without data 

that point to a single consensus. Violence in television broadcasting has been shown to lead to 

greater enjoyment in viewers (Raney & Depalma, 2006; Raney & Kinally, 2009; Portel & Mullet, 

2014).  However, other studies illustrate that graphic violence in television dramas decreases 



enjoyment  (Wilson & Weaver, 2009). Moreover, other studies find that the presence of 

particularly artificial violence in full-length movies does not affect self-reported enjoyment 

(Sherry & Lubson, 2005; Sekarasih et al., 2015). Thus, it is unclear to what extent violence in 

media affects enjoyment. 

  

Context for violence seems to play a major role in creating enjoyment. Ferguson et al. (2017) 

suggest that the enjoyment of violence may rely more on individual preference and context and 

less on the content itself. The enjoyment of violent horror television has been shown to depend 

upon personality traits such as aggressiveness with higher levels leading to greater positive 

response (Lin & Zhan, 2017). The preceding of violent media by films with high eudaimonia, or 

promotion of human welfare or flourishing, has also been shown to decrease the enjoyment of 

observed violence (Waddell et al., 2017), indicating the importance of framing. Similarly, Rahim 

et al. (2015) show that violence in film itself does not evoke enjoyment in participants, but rather 

related feelings do, specifically eudaimonia. Fittingly, some studies suggest that it is violence’s 

relation to meaning and narrative, not violence alone, that makes violent media enjoyable 

(Bartsch & Mares, 2014; Gunter, 2018). 

  

Active participation in mediated violence, as in game playing, however, may produce different 

responses than passively viewing violent behavior. Playing versus watching violent video games 

has been shown to increase aggressive behavior in boys but not girls (Polman et al., 2007). 

Furthermore, a number of personality traits have been shown to increase preference for violent 

video games, such as aggression and risk taking behavior (Greene & Krcmar, 2005; Krcmar & 

Kean, 2009; Krcmar 2014; Hartmann et al., 2014; ), everyday sadism (Greitemeyer & Sagiolou 

2017), individual arousal seeking tendencies (Xie & Lee, 2010), and player identification (Konijn 

et al., 2007). However, desensitization over a period of exposure to violence has been shown to 

increase individual enjoyment of violent media through moral disengagement regardless of 



initial traits (Fanti et al., 2009; Hartmann et al., 2014). Fittingly, studies suggest a positive 

relationship between moral disengagement and playing violent video games through emotional 

desensitization (Stockdale et al., 2015; Liu et al., 2015; Gizzard, 2016; Teng et al., 2017). Thus, 

while preference for violent video games relies on a complex set of personality traits, playing 

violent video games itself increases preference for them. 

  

However, Flesch (2007) has suggested that most fiction is perceived as enjoyable when moral 

goals are accomplished and the bad guys get their comeuppance. Consistent with this 

hypothesis, unjustified violence in video games has been shown to produce guilt in empathetic 

players (Hartman et al., 2010). Furthermore, Hartman and Vorderer (2010) illustrate that within 

a violent video game, fighting for a just purpose, perceiving order, and a framework that 

establishes the situation as “just a game” increase enjoyment and decrease guilt.  Interestingly, 

these researchers also find that making opponents non-human and portraying just 

consequences do not affect levels of guilt.  Yet Manhood and Hanus (2017) show feeling 

“wrapped-up” in a narrative makes players more likely to feel guilty about immoral actions they 

commit in video games.  Therefore, further research needs to be done on guilt and virtual 

violence, especially in narrative form. 

  

Key factors for enjoyment of violence are control and agency. Studies suggests that violent 

video games provide adolescent boys with a context to voluntarily control the emotional 

situations they confront, meaning it is control, not violence itself, that makes violent video games 

pleasurable (Jansz, 2005; Pryzbylski et al., 2009; Kneer, 2016; Riddle et al., 2018). In this 

model, feeling enjoyment from violence may rely on identifying violence as an indicator of 

situational moral disengagement that in turn allows for pleasurable identification with the violent 

character and a feeling of increased agency and accomplishment (Janicke & Raney, 2017; 

Hartmann, 2017). Similarly, Vaughan and Ronni (2017) hypothesize that people understand 



their engagement with fictional violence as a way to understand the real world, regulate arousal, 

and experience a just world. 

 

Aesthetic distancing may also play a role in the moral disengagement that allows for enjoyment 

and pleasurable narrative control. Keith (1999) suggests that narrative fictions and games allow 

people to navigate through structures and settings distanced from reality, promoting emotion in 

the creative making of a world.  Similarly, Koopman and Hakemulder (2015) propose a “multi-

factor model” of reading in which fictional narratives evoke aesthetic distance that allows for 

suspension of judgement, role-taking, and empathy. 

 

An additional factor that may promote disengagement and make violence more enjoyable is 

humorousness. The prevalence and enjoyment of comedic violence in popular media has been 

long noted (McIntosh et al., 2003). Traits that may generally make violence comedic are 

justifiability, high surprise, a low level of moral violation, and a facilitating context, such as a 

movie setting (Brown et al., 2013; Gulas et al., 2017). Contrastingly, the factors that make 

violence more impactful and less immediately enjoyable have been shown to be its truth value, 

its real world relevance, and its psychological and moral implications (Bartsch et al., 2016).  

Yoon (2015) finds that positive response to specifically comedic violence in commercials is 

controlled by individual social norms regarding violence.  Gender identity also has been shown 

to affect perceived humor of violence with men and women. Both genders equally identify 

humor in low violence ads, but men more frequently perceive comedy in high violence ads, 

which in turn leads to great enjoyment (Yoon & Kim, 2014).  

 

What we do not know is how making particular choices affects enjoyment in fiction. While we 

know that participation, control, and agency seem to be a positive factor for the enjoyment in 

video games, it is not clear whether particular choices or the very fact that one has a choice 



drives this enjoyment. There are many open questions in regard to the precise mechanisms 

behind the enjoyment and the interplay between control (agency), moral disengagement, 

enjoyment (satisfaction), and also regret (morality). For example, it is not clear whether the rules 

of morality are actively suspended in game playing and fiction or are merely paled and 

overshadowed by other interests. Also, when do people feel regret for making violent choices 

and how does this affect future choices and enjoyment?  

  

In this set of studies, we focus on interactive fiction. We offer our participants two choices in a 

short story between high and low violence and we ask them questions concerning their 

satisfaction, involvement, and perception of morality. We do not distinguish between enjoyment 

and satisfaction, though it might be possible in different designs to distinguish between more 

subject-focused enjoyment and more object-related satisfaction. 

  

As we explore the role of violence in stories, we wish to examine the following questions: 

  
1) When presented with the option between a highly violent choice and a less violent 

choice in an interactive story, which will people choose? We reason that a significant 

percentage of people will choose highly violent options in stories, but that the majority will opt for 

lower violence. 

2)      How do more or less violent choices influence satisfaction with a story? We hypothesize 

that people who make violent choices will be more satisfied with the story and people who make 

less violent choices will be less satisfied. 

3)      How do people rate the completed stories without choice? We hypothesize that the 

difference between satisfaction of violent and less violent stories will be low for the completed 

stories without choices and that overall satisfaction with the choice-guided stories will be higher 

than with the completed stories.  



4) Under which genre and perspective conditions are highly violent choices more likely to 

be made? We hypothesize that people are more likely to opt for violent choices in genres that 

are removed from realistic scenarios, such as fantasy texts and stylized historical genres, as 

well as third-person texts. 

5) Who is more likely to show signs of guilt, the people who opted for a less violent or 

highly violent story progression? We suggest that the people who opted for a less violent option 

are more likely to show signs of guilt. 

  

To examine these questions, we created basic stories and different variations of these  in 

different genres and person conditions (second and third person). We reason that different 

genres create distinctive sets of expectations and levels of detachment that will have an 

influence on reader involvement, satisfaction, and likeliness for opting for violence. We selected 

the following four genres for these reasons: the realistic genre portrays everyday life. Fantasy 

narratives invite greater imagination, creativity, and adventure with violence often being a part of 

the norm. The Nazi-genre gave participants a stereotypically-formulaic, violent-focused genre 

where violence and the perpetrator’s identity are tied together historically. General history is 

slightly more removed from modern-day realistic stories, but time is the main factor that 

separates participants from the story. 

  
  
Study 1 
  
Methods 

In this study, participants were given instructions to “read the following story, choose what 

comes next, and then write an ending to it.”  We generated three short stories that introduced 

two main characters in conflict with one another. One of these characters is given a motive for 

being annoyed with the other character, such as noise disturbance. After 4-6 sentences 



describing an encounter between these characters, participants were given their first choice of 

two options about how the story would continue. One choice was slightly violent, such as a slap, 

and the second was highly violent, such as hitting the other character with a baseball bat. After 

making the first choice, the participant was directed to a sentence describing the consequences 

of the action. In the case of the slightly violent action, they read a sentence describing the 

confusion of the other character. In the case of the highly violent action, they read a sentence 

describing the injury of the other character. After that, participants made a second choice of 

what the aggressive character would do next. This could be either an apology or an escalation 

of violence, such as stabbing the other character. This means that there are four patterns of 

choices by participants resulting from low violence (=L) and high violence (=V): first slightly 

violent and then apology (LL); first slightly violent and then escalation (LV); first highly violent 

and then apology (VL); and first highly violent and then escalation (VV). 

  

After the story, the participants were asked “how satisfied do you feel with the events of the 

story?” They were given a scale from 0 to 10 with 0 being not satisfied and 10 very satisfied.  

We collected only whole numbers. They were then asked to add a free-response ending of 1-2 

sentences to the story.  Finally, they were given the option to “add any other comments about 

this survey.” 

  

For each story we created four versions, each involving a different genre frame, for the reasons 

given above: realistic-contemporary, fantasy, Nazi-centered historical, and general historical. In 

each version, we preserved the reason for the original annoyance, such as noise disturbance; 

the relationship between the characters, such as being neighbors; and the choices of violent 

actions, such as stabbing. The violent actions were identical or highly similar, such as stabbing 

with a pocket knife versus a dagger. The different genres featured appropriate settings.  For 

example, we changed “on Edward’s way to work, he stops at Starbucks to get a morning coffee 



and a little breakfast” [realistic] to “on Sir Edward’s way to Griamore Castle, he stops at the 

Celestial Tree to harvest from of its volatile stardust” [fantasy]. For each version, we also 

created second and third-person variations. All in all, we created three different stories, each 

having four different genre versions and two different perspective variations, resulting in a total 

24 conditions. All conditions are given in Appendix S1. 

 

Figure 1. Presented is the order of the tasks for the participants, beginning with making choice 
1, choice 2, providing a satisfaction rating, and the adding an ending to the story in free 
response. 
  

We recruited participants via Amazon Mechanical Turk. For each of the 24 conditions, we 

recruited 19 to 21 participants, resulting in a total of 483 participants.  We collected information 

on their gender, age, their reading habits in minutes per day, their current or past college 

enrollment, and their native language. The average age of participants who participated was 

33.63 years old, and 251 reported as female and 226 as male. We paid all participants at an 

approximate rate of $6/hour. 
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After the study, three experts evaluated the added free-response endings by the participants. 

We used 13 classifications for possible endings (Appendix 2). We grouped these classifications 

into three overall categories: I. Continuation or approval of violence; II. Conciliation and apology; 

III. Ending with evasion and other endings without further violence or apologies. If at least 2 out 

of 3 of the experts provided the same rating, we counted that as an agreement. 

  

Results 

Out of 483 participants, 318 (66%) chose the less violent option followed by an apology (LL), 

while only 22 (4.5%) chose the less violent option followed by an extremely violent option (LV). 

65 participants (13.5%) chose the more violent option first followed by an apology (VL) and 78 

(16%) chose the extremely violent options both times (VV). 

 

Figure 2. Represented are the number of participants who made particular choices of high or 
low violence. Data are shown for second-person (“you”) and third-person condition (“he” or 
“she”). 
  

People in the second-person condition were less likely to choose the more violent option (V) in 

either the first or second choice than people in the third-person condition (Figure 2). 
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Additionally, participants were more likely to choose more violent options for their first choice in 

fantasy narratives. 

 

Violence 
Level  

Realistic 
[124] 

Fantasy 
[120] 

History 
(Nazi) 
[121] 

Historical 
(General) 

[118] 

2nd 
Person 
[243] 

3rd 
Person 
[239] 

Overall 
[482] 

LL 83 
(66.9%) 

63 
(52.5%) 

82 
(67.8%) 

90 
(76.3%) 

169 
(69.5%) 

149 
(62.3%) 

318 
(66%) 

VL 17 
(13.7%) 

22 
(18.4%) 

14 
(11.5%) 

12 
(10.1%) 

34 
(14%) 

31 
(13%) 

65 
(13.5%) 

LV 6 
(4.8%) 

4 
(3.3%) 

6 (5%) 6 
(5.1%) 

9 
(3.7%) 

13 (5%) 22 
(4.5%) 

VV 18 
(14.5%) 

 31 
(25.8%) 

19 
(15.7%) 

10 (8.5%) 31 
(12.8%) 

46 
(19.3%) 

77 
(16%) 

  

Table 1. Given are the absolute numbers or percentages of participants who made certain 
choices in the plot. Data are organized by genre and person-condition. 
  

Participants expressed higher satisfaction when they had opted for high violence on their 

second choice with an average of 4.48 for LL and 4.32 for VL compared with an average level of 

6 for LV and 6.52 for VV (overall SD= 2.87). An ANOVA test revealed that a statistically 

significant difference existed between the satisfaction ratings of the four conditions [F(3, 476) = 

13.58, p < .001]. Hence we performed a Tukey post hoc test, which revealed a significant 

difference in participant satisfaction between the LL and VV conditions only (P<.001). The 

differences between the mean satisfaction between LL and LV and between VL and LV 

conditions, while not significant, were notable (1.52 and -1.68, respectively). 

 

We see similar patterns across all of the different genres with these levels of satisfaction as 

seen in Table 2. 

  



Violence 
level 

Realistic Fantasy History 
(Nazi) 

Historical 
(General) 

2nd 
Person 

3rd 
Person 

Overall 

LL 4.28 4.53 4.68 4.44 4.24 4.74 4.47 

VL 5.7 4.32 3.93 2.83 3.94 4.74 4.3 

LV 4.17 7.5 6.5 6.33 6.67 5.54 6 

VV 7.18 6.26 6.32 6.6 6.84 6.3 6.5 

  

Table 2. Given are the satisfaction ratings by genre, perspective, and choices made by 
participants. 
  

The average satisfaction for the double highly violent option (VV) is comparatively high 

regardless of the genre type while the less violent option followed by an apology remains 

relatively low. This perceptably higher overall satisfaction in the third-person condition 

corresponds to the higher rate of choice for the more violent options in third person.  

 

The expert ratings of the participant-added endings yielded high agreement with all 3 experts 

usually agreeing; only 3 of the endings could not be classified into one of the three categories. 

Participants who added an ending in category I (continuation of violence or approving of 

violence) were overall more satisfied with the story and had a satisfaction rating of 5.53. 

Participants who added an ending in category II (conciliations and apologies) were much less 

satisfied with the story and had a satisfaction rating of 4.27. Participants who added an ending 

in category III (ending with evasion and other endings without further violence or apologies) 

expressed satisfaction at 4.92. Note again: Participants rated their satisfaction before adding the 

ending. The correlation between adding an ending in category I and making violent choices (VV) 

was high, as was the correlation of endings in category II and LL (for example, 81% of 

participants who opted for VV added an ending in category I) (Appendix S2). 

  



As shown in Table 3, males were more likely to opt for violence and also expressed higher 

satisfaction for all conditions.  There also was a difference in satisfaction between men and 

women. Men said that they were more satisfied than women regardless of the choices they 

made. 

  LL VL LV VV 

Women 181 (4.13) 39 (4.02) 9 (4.22) 22 (5.35) 

Men 135 (4.95) 26 (4.76) 12 (7.42) 53 (6.96) 

  
Table 3. Shown are the absolute numbers of males and females making specific choices and 
their average satisfaction level with the overall story in brackets. 6 participants chose not to 
reveal their gender. 
  

 
Discussion 
  

The participants who made more violent choices expressed significantly higher levels of 

satisfaction with the story, especially if their last option was for high violence. As expected, 

people were much more likely to make highly violent choices in the fantasy genre than in any of 

the other genres (perhaps because of a distancing effect in that genre). Remarkably, the 

satisfaction rating in the fantasy genre condition displayed the same pattern as in the other 

genres, meaning the participants were most satisfied if their second choice was highly violent. 

These findings suggest that it is not predisposition or specific traits alone that drive satisfaction 

(though connections of satisfaction and predisposition have been found; see Xie & Lee, 2010; 

Krcmar 2014; Greitemeyer & Saglioulou, 2017). Rather, people are more satisfied when they 

opt for the highly violent choice (in their final option). In short, people are more satisfied with the 

story when they make violent choices or they become satisfied by making the violent second 

choice. The choice for high violence seems to operate as a gate for higher satisfaction. 



  

Relatively few people changed their choice path (393 stayed committed to either high or low 

violence twice, while 87 changed their path). This is in line with theories of cognitive dissonance 

that state people show a preference for consistency and tend to stay committed to their choices 

(Gawronski & Strack, 2012; Festinger, 1957). Consistency can occur as an escalation of 

commitment (Staw, 1981) or can correspond to the wish to appear consistent in the eyes of 

others (Guadagno & Cialdini, 2010). Those who changed were much more likely to switch from 

high violence to low violence (apology), rather than increasing violence. We interpret this as a 

sign of guilt by participants who saw the outcome of their first choice and recognized it as 

morally wrong. Guilt may also explain the low satisfaction of participants who always chose the 

less violent option first and then an apology, for in their first choice they were forced to choose a 

violent action even if they did not want to. Consequently, guilt seems to detract from the 

entertainment aspect of the stories, and people enjoyed the stories less when choosing to 

apologize for their second choice in the story. In line with previous studies (Polman et al., 2007; 

Hartmann et al., 2014), the data regarding male and female satisfaction discrepancies suggest 

that men may feel more comfortable than women with violence in narratives.  

 

These findings beg various questions. For example, it is unclear what exactly people rate when 

they rate “how satisfied do you feel with the events of the story”: Is their rating more an 

appreciation of their own choice or an appraisal of the resulting story? To address these 

questions, we designed the following studies. 

  

 

Study 2 

We created a follow-up study to investigate to what extent the choice-making process itself 

influenced the satisfaction ratings. Instead of being given the opportunity to make choices as in 



Study 1, participants were randomly given a completed version of the story with the choices 

already made. We selected Story 1 because it correlated most closely to the overall pattern of 

satisfaction in the genre categories and perspective conditions (correlation of r (483)=.76 

compared to the overall average of satisfactions for all paths and versions). We created 32 

versions of Story 1, namely all four paths for the realistic, fantasy, Nazi-centered historical, and 

general historical genre with either second- or third person-perspective, as participants had 

seen in Study 1, but wrote each of the possible outcomes as part of that story. For example, a 

participant would receive a second-person, realistic story with the slightly violent action followed 

by an apology (LL) already woven into the story (Appendix 1). Participants read one of these 6-

11 sentence narratives and immediately afterwards rated their satisfaction with the story on a 

scale from 0 to 10, as in Study 1 (“How satisfied do you feel with the events of the story?”). After 

answering this question, they received four more rating questions about the story in random 

order: “How much fun was this story to read?”, “How realistic was the story?”, “How important 

was the morality of the main character in this story to you?”, and “How strongly did you identify 

with the main character (the aggressor)”? Each of these questions was also rated on a scale 

from 0 to 10 with 10 being the highest and 0 being the lowest. Participants were randomly 

assigned a story version. Each of the 32 versions was rated by 8-11 participants, for a total of 

295 different raters. 

  

Results 

Participants who had no choice in the story progression consistently reported lower satisfaction 

with the highly violent stories (VV), 2.27 (SD=2.56) than with the lower violent stories (LL), 3.87 

(SD=2.51). These results are diametrically opposite to the results from Study 1 where 

participants had a choice in creating the story paths (Figure 3). Participants in Study 1 with 

choices tended to feel highly satisfied with the story after making highly violent choices (ratings 

of 6.5), while Study 2 shows that readers of the same highly violent completed stories who had 



no choice were unsatisfied (ratings of 2.27). In general, participants who had choices were more 

satisfied. Only the lower violence condition (LL) had similar ratings for both conditions (Figure 

3). The differences are significant for all values, including LL (for LL t(104) = -2.32, p < .011; for 

VL t(127) = 3.08, p < .001; for LV t(32) = 5.59, p < .001; for VV t(240) = 7.19, p < .001).  

 

 

Figure 3. Satisfaction ratings by participants who had choices or had no choice in the plot 
development of the story, presented by story path (low and high violence).  
 

Participants also reported that the highly violent stories (VV) were less realistic; that they were 

less fun than the lower violent stories; and that personally, they identified less with the 

protagonist (Table 3). 

  Satisfaction Realistic Fun Morality Identify 

LL 3.87 3.17 5.37 5.31 3.39 

VL 2.89 2.82 3.9 6.31 2.1 

LV 2.34 1.85 4.14 4.99 1.81 
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VV 2.27 2.03 3.82 5.47 1.3 

N=295           

  
Table 4. Shown are the satisfaction ratings by participants of the completed stories with no 
choices for participants, as well as other ratings collected after the satisfaction rating. 
  

   

Figure 4. Represented are the ratings of five criteria, including satisfaction, grouped by story 
paths from Study 1, such as the low and high violent choices. Participants in this study had no 
choice but were presented with the completed stories.  
 

The genre conditions did not create strong differences in most ratings. The fantasy genre 

generated somewhat higher ratings in satisfaction, fun, and identification and lower ratings in 

realism. The historical Nazi genre created the lowest morality rating, though still close to 5, 

perhaps because of the stereotypical nature of this genre and period. 

Genre Satisfaction Realistic Fun Morality Identify 

Realistic 2.71 2.59 4.05 6.03 2.13 

Fantasy 3.49 1.15 5.26 5.23 2.85 
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History Nazi 2.6 3.17 4.03 4.97 1.8 

History General 2.58 2.94 3.93 5.82 1.83 

N=295           

  

Table 5. Given are the ratings of five criteria, such as satisfaction, according to the genres of the 
presented stories. 
 
 

 

Figure 5. Represented are the ratings of five criteria, including satisfaction, grouped by the 
genres of the stories. Participants in this study had no choice but were presented with the 
completed stories.  
 

There was a small subgroup of 14 participants for the high violence condition (VV) that showed 

a satisfaction rating above 5 (n=74), while 50 participants gave ratings of 0-2. 

 

Discussion 

Study 2 shows a consistent pattern: The more violent the complete story was that participants 

read, the less satisfied they were. Overall, participants seemed less engaged in the more violent 

stories, reported low levels of fun and satisfaction, did not identify much with the character, and 
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did not see the story as realistic. These findings are opposite to the findings of Study 1 (Figure 

3). Combined, these findings strongly suggest that choice-making has a central influence on 

satisfaction in the case of highly violent choices. Consequently, as previous studies have 

suggested, control of the narrative seems particularly linked to enjoyment of violence (Pryzbylski 

et al., 2009; Kneer et al., 2016; Janicke & Raney, 2017; Hartmann, 2017). 

 

Study 2 helps to address what people rate when they provide their satisfaction levels. The 

ratings of Study 1 express less an appraisal of the resulting story because in that case the 

ratings would be more consistent to the ratings of Study 2, but rather reflects an appreciation of 

their own choice. 

  

One possible explanation for the discrepancy is that readers who had choices and who opted 

for high violence “detached” themselves from realistic expectations, while the readers who 

opted for less violent choices did not actualize the detachment and readers who were presented 

with the completed stories without choice did not have that detachment option. In that case, 

satisfaction in the highly violent condition with choice would mean an appreciation of one’s own 

impact: I am satisfied with the story since I liberated (detached) it from the regime and 

expectations of normal life.  

  

As noted, a small subgroup of participants (14/74 or 19%) expressed higher satisfaction with the 

high violence condition (VV). This is in line with previous research (Krcmar & Kean, 2009; 

Krcmar 2014; Hartman et al., 2014; Lin & Zhan, 2017). We considered the theory that choice 

plays no role for satisfaction, in which this minority of participants would create a difference 

between the choice and no choice conditions because of their different impacts in Study 1 and 

Study 2. In this theory, in Study 1 this minority that prefers violence is more satisfied by making 

more violent choices, thus creating an upward slope of satisfaction ratings. However, in Study 2 



where we eliminate self-selection (choice) and randomly assign story conditions, only a quarter 

of the minority would receive the VV condition and correspondingly the satisfaction of the 

minority would be masked by the distaste of the majority. While this theory could not explain the 

overall findings and the data concerning higher options for high violence in the fantasy genre 

paired with higher satisfaction, it might have had a small impact on the data.  

 

Study 3 

  

We next set out to explain the curiously high satisfaction ratings for highly violent stories when 

people get a choice (Study 1). In particular, we wanted to know at which point in time 

participants reach their ratings of satisfaction, before or after seeing the outcomes of their 

choices. We asked, along the lines of the suggestions at the end of Study 2, what the first act of 

making a choice entails. Do people detach themselves from realistic expectations when 

selecting high violence? Do they enter some space of aesthetic enjoyment, detached from 

morality? Do they seek the most unusual story? Does the satisfaction emerge more slowly after 

making a second choice, confirming high violence? Or does the satisfaction emerge from seeing 

the outcomes? To examine these options, we created a task to measure anticipated satisfaction 

after the first choice and before seeing any outcomes. Put differently, we wanted to know 

whether satisfaction is driven by choice-making, by confirming original choices (second choice), 

or by outcomes. 

  

Methods 

We created a survey based on Study 1 with one addition: right after making their initial choice 

and before seeing the outcome of that first choice, we inserted questions about the reasons why 

participants made their choice between a slightly violent and a highly violent option. We could 

not include these questions in Study 1 since such a question would have likely resulted in 



priming effects for the later tasks. Similar to Study 1 and 2, participants had a sliding scale from 

0 to 10 and we recorded only whole numbers. The first question asked participants, “Predict 

how satisfied you will be with the story based on your choice for how the story should continue” 

in order to test if people’s predicted level of satisfaction with their first choice would be similar to 

their actual satisfaction rated in Study 1. Afterwards, participants were asked: “To which degree 

did each factor influence your choice about how the story should continue?” They ranked the 

following on a sliding scale with the quoted explanations: realism (“because the story would be 

realistic”), fun (“because the story would be fun”), morality (“because the story would be less 

immoral”), curiosity (“because I am curious to see what comes next”), violence (“because I am 

interested in violence”), and distaste (“because I dislike blood and brutality”). 

  

As with Study 2, we used Story 1 because it correlated most closely to the overall pattern of 

satisfaction in the genre categories and perspective conditions. We used the 8 versions of Story 

1 also used in Study 2. 194 participants rated one of the eight story conditions, with 33-57 for 

each genre condition. 

  

 

Result 

Participants who chose the highly-violent first option predicted a higher level of satisfaction with 

the entire story (5.32) already before making the second choice or seeing the outcome of the 

choice than those participants who made the less violent option (4.16). The values are 

significantly different (t(107) = -4.29, p < .001). (In comparison, after making two choices and 

seeing the outcomes, satisfaction was 6.5 for VV and 4.47 for LL in Study 1.) Those who chose 

the highly violent first option reported, after their satisfaction rating, that their choice was 

strongly influenced by their thought that it would be “fun” (5.7) and their curiosity (6.13), while 

those who chose the less violent option reported a strong “dislike for blood and brutality” (5.66) 



as well as importance of the morality in the story (5.31). Neither group expressed great interest 

in violence (Table 6).  

 

choice  Predicted 
Satisfaction 

Realism Fun Morality Curiosity Interest in 
violence 

Distaste 
for violence 

L 4.16 4.83 3.78 5.31 5.76 2.62 5.66 

V 5.32 4.81 5.7 3.11 6.13 3.81 2.83 

  
Table 6. Given are the averages of how participants rated the importance of various factors after 
their first choice for either high or low violence. 
  
There are a few differences in the ratings separated by genre and person condition (Table 7). 

There are small but consistent differences between second- and third-person conditions, similar 

to Study 1. Participants rated higher levels of curiosity, the importance of morality, fun, and 

realism in the second-person stories in addition to somewhat higher predicted satisfaction 

ratings. However, the largest difference between second and third-person ranking was .7, giving 

relatively consistent ratings across both perspectives. 

 
 

Genre/ 
person 

Predicted 
Satisfaction 

Realism Fun Morality Curiosity Interest in 
violence 

Distaste 
for 

violence 

Realistic 4.36 4.36 4.23 5.04 5.23 2.91 5.26 

Fantasy 5.54 5.02 5.46 3.88 6.19 3.19 4.01 

History 
Nazi 

4.47 4.94 3.44 5.28 5.25 2.22 4.75 

History 
General 

4.3 5.02 3.84 4.81 5.58 3.19 5.31 

2nd-
person 

4.9 5.05 4.64 4.99 5.99 3 4.7 



3rd-
person 

4.51 4.65 4.06 4.48 5.29 2.92 5.01 

  
Table 7. Shown are average ratings of various factors grouped by genre and perspective after 
participants made their first choice. 
 

Discussion 

The ratings show that people are predicting a significantly higher satisfaction when opting for 

high violence already at the point of making the first choice. This indicates that satisfaction does 

not arise from the presented outcomes, though we cannot exclude that participants anticipated 

outcomes already when making the choice. It also suggests that the satisfaction cannot alone 

be explained by prediction-reward theory since participants did not see the outcomes. Since 

there was only one choice, we cannot measure the effect of path-switching costs. 

  

What happens at the moment of making the first choice? We see that those who choose the 

most violent option indicate that morality is not as high of a concern for them, supporting the 

disengagement theory supported by previous studies (Fanti et al., 2009; Hartmann et al., 2014; 

Teng et al., 2017). In line with this theory, as moral investment in violence goes down, the 

prospect or expectation of fun goes up. However, there is also the question of whether people 

detach themselves from reality altogether. The ratings for realism (“because the story would be 

realistic”) are close to equal in both conditions. Hence, there is no evidence of a detachment 

from reality in making the decision for high violence or difference in satisfaction. Instead, people 

seem to opt for “fun” against morality and are not hindered by a dislike for blood and brutality. 

With making the first choice for violence, they seem to enter a zone of aesthetic distance and 

enjoyment that raises the expected satisfaction significantly. That is to say, the decision for high 

violence affirms and expresses the act of their own choosing. In short, there is evidence that the 

high satisfaction ratings that follow choices for high violence are likely to reflect an appreciation 

of one’s own impact on the story and less an appreciation of the resulting story. Reversely, 



those who initially chose the low violence option for reasons of either morality or distaste of 

violence would not be exercising as great a control of the story, for either of these reasons 

exerts an agency over them. In other words, their choice did not feel like a choice.  

  

 

 

 

Overall discussion 

 

Overall, people who opt for highly violent choices in fiction are more satisfied with their stories 

more than people who opt for less violent choices (Study 1). This effect disappears and 

reverses when there is no choice (Study 2), see Figure 3. The results of all three studies 

suggest a correlation between control and detachment; it is when participants are given control 

of a situation and execute it by opting for high violence that they find greater satisfaction, before 

presented with outcomes. 

  

What explains this effect? Our studies suggest that neither outcomes of the stories nor 

prediction reward can explain the high satisfaction. Participants already anticipated high levels 

of satisfaction after making the first highly violent choice before seeing the outcomes, and 

likewise anticipated low levels of satisfaction when making the low level violent choice (Study 3). 

Although genre affected how many people opted for more violent options, it did not affect how 

satisfied they were with their choices. Consequently, while gender and likely other individual 

traits moderate the effect of enjoying violence, our studies suggest that the act of choosing high 

violence plays a key role in higher satisfaction. 

  



What does the act of choosing high violence entail? From our data, it seems that people who 

opt for high violence do not connect this option with a detachment from reality (Study 3). In this 

respect our findings differ from suggestions one could derive from Waddell et al. (2017) who 

showed that induced cues of reality lead to lower enjoyment. In contrast to our studies, Waddell 

et al. did not offer participants choices. Participants in our studies instead mentally connected 

their initial choice for high violence with an opting-out of morality and an opting-in for fun (Study 

3). Therefore, the very act of opting for high violence seemed to liberate people from constraints 

of morality and responsibility and thereby open an aesthetic realm of fun and satisfaction. 

Furthermore, by exercising the option to enter this aesthetic realm of enjoyment, the participants 

would also gain control of the narrative in a way that previous studies suggest is pleasurable 

(Pryzbylski et al., 2009; Kneer et al., 2016; Janicke & Raney, 2017; Hartmann, 2017). Without 

that willful choice, there was very low satisfaction for high vilence. 

  

Hence, we suggest that the choice was not symmetrical, but rather a choice to break away from 

the morally right standard or instead to remain with the expected standard. Only the people who 

exercise the break-away received the reward of feeling control and aesthetic liberation—that is, 

only for these people the choice presented itself as a true choice. For those who opt for high 

violence, violence appears as a gate to take control and make a story more interesting and 

explorative rather than a definite moral violation. However, it does not seem to imply that people 

who opt for violence in stories are losing touch with reality or that they are interested in violence 

in general (Study 3). Rather, the correlation of violence and high satisfaction suggest a sense of 

aesthetic freedom in participants’ ability to detach from violent choices in a story. Our studies 

indicate that choosing highly violent actions in narrative produces higher satisfaction because it 

allows for a great sense of control, which is itself pleasurable (Krcmar & Kean, 2009; Krcmar 

2014; Hartman et al., 2014; Lin & Zhan, 2017).  

  



Unlike those who chose the more violent option first, the participants who opted for lower 

violence made a choice to avoid an action that they saw as immoral or distasteful.  Whereas 

choosing the more violent option may be characterized as a “positive” choice in that it creates 

an interesting story and gives the media user agency, choosing the less violent option was for 

many a “negative” choice in that it primarily serves to avoid an undesired action or result. It is 

reasonable to assume that those who make the “positive” choice would feel a higher sense of 

control than those who make the “negative” choice. Given that a slightly violent choice still 

included violent content, the overall (Study 1) and predicted (Study 3) satisfaction for those who 

opted for low violence was thus low as a result of both the lack of control and the feeling of guilt. 

Perhaps these people also felt unsatisfied for denying themselves the more interesting choice. It 

also seems that guilt can lower the sense of control by enticing moral inhibition. This guilt can 

either be drawn from the consequence of the actions (Study 1) or from the projection of the 

consequences of the action (Study 3), therefore lessening the level of satisfaction. Participants 

who opt for the highly violent choices seem to put guilt aside and instead enjoy entering a 

different zone. 

  

This interpretation is also in line with the results of Study 2, for the levels of satisfaction were 

generally lower regardless of level of violence, implying that it is the shaping of the narrative that 

makes violence pleasurable. Thus, our data, like those of preceding studies, altogether suggest 

that it may be the control that makes violence in interactive media enjoyable in addition to a 

degree of moral detachment and aesthetic distance. What our studies add to previous findings 

about control is this subjective sense of control since all participants objectively had choices and 

thus control in Study 1, but only those participants who opted for high violence had the 

subjective feeling of exercising control. Only by opting for violence could the gate for fun open. 

  



These studies thereby offer potential insight into the effects of engaging in interactive media in 

general. In this proposed framework, it is not that people enjoy violence but that they accept it in 

media as a route to a sense of control and agency that is satisfying. If it is indeed control and 

not violence itself that makes violence in interactive media pleasurable, then our studies may 

shed light on previous examinations of how violent media affect real world behavior (Polman et 

al., 2007; Fanti et al., 2009; Stockdale et al., 2015; Liu et al., 2017). Specifically, our studies 

may indicate that violent media does not necessarily foster a liking of violence itself but only a 

liking of increased agency. In other words, although violence is necessarily an act of control in 

that the perpetrator asserts his or her self above the victim, our studies may offer an optimistic 

counterpoint to those papers that claim violent interactive media increase tendencies toward 

violence (Polman et al., 2007; Fanti et al., 2009; Stockdale et al., 2015; Liu et al., 2017), saying 

instead that violent interactive media creates only a wish for heightened agency that violence 

happens to satisfy. The core of the sense of control is to open an aesthetic realm that is 

liberated from moral concerns. 

  

Furthermore, this study contributes to theories of transmedia storytelling (Jenkins, 2006). 

Because readers are given the possibility to interact with the story, it seems that this gives them 

the ability to enter the aforementioned aesthetic realm. This finding gives a sense of justification 

to the popularity of comics or TV series adapted into videogames and violent fanfictions or 

RPGs where fans are given an active role into choice-making. 

  

While this disengagement from moral frameworks may be interpreted as a lack of concern for 

morality, it also contains in it the implicit recognition that extreme violence is not moral. Thus, 

our data offer a further optimistic conclusion, namely that although participation in mediated 

violence may allow for disengagement, it may not alter what people view as moral or even how 

they view real violence: when presented with only a depiction of violence in Study 2, most 



participants viewed it as not very enjoyable.  Yet, more research must be conducted on how 

engagement in mediated violence affects behavior and personality. 

  

A majority of participants chose the slightly violent/less violent choice followed by an apology 

(66%) while a much smaller portion (16%) chose the highly violent action both times (question 

1). After the first choice, people remain committed to their first choice at a high rate of 82% while 

only 18% switched paths (Study 1), even though the second choice represented a significant 

escalation of violence. This path loyalty is in line with theories of cognitive dissonance 

(Gawronski & Strack 2012; Festinger 1957), but is still highly remarkable given the significant 

increase of violence and thereby of moral and legal consequences for such action.  

  

Question 2 asked how more or less violent choices influences the satisfaction with a story. 

Participants who made highly violent choices rated higher satisfaction ratings of the stories 

regardless of genre or perspective. When participants had no choice, they rated higher violence 

as significantly less satisfying than low violence stories. We had incorrectly predicted that the 

satisfaction difference between the different completed stories with no choices would be 

insignificant. However, to answer question 3, those who made less violent choices showed 

lower satisfaction ratings with the stories. 

 

Regarding question 4—under which genre and perspective conditions violent choices were 

more likely to be made--people were more likely to choose the highly violent options in the 

genre of fantasy than in realistic, Nazi-centered historical, and general historical genre stories. 

Third-person stories also produced a higher number of participants who chose highly violent 

options than in second-person stories a distancing effect that makes violent actions more 

acceptable when further removed from reality.  

 



In answer to question 5, whether those who make highly violent choices or those who make 

slightly violent choices are more likely to show signs of guilt, the data suggests that those who 

opted for the slightly violent action in the first choice display greater signs of guilt for their 

decision. This is first shown by the selection of choices. 94% of participants followed a low 

violent first choice with a second apologetic choice and thus stayed committed to their first  

choice. This is also shown by the added written endings, where participants frequently made 

their character apologize once again or perform some retributive task in penance for their 

action. From the 186 participants who added an ending that displayed a form of guilt 

(conciliation and apology), 77.2% of them had chosen low violence twice (which represents 66% 

of the total participants) and thus should have had less violence to apologize for, but expressed 

guilt nonetheless in their endings, such as in statements like: “I go home and feel awful that I 

lost my temper. I will work on my anger to prevent something like this,” and “I then apologize to 

Ronald for taking my frustrations out on him and ask him to come inside with me for a drink.” 

Only 1% of these apologetic endings came from participants who selected two highly violent 

choices (who represent 16% of the total participants) (Appendix S2). Choosing less violent 

options thus seems to be linked to guilt. Participants seem to be feeling guilt for being forced to 

make an even somewhat violent choice. 

  

The comparative findings from the different genres show that aesthetic distance and enjoyment 

in violent choices happens the most in fantasy stories. In both second and third-person stories, 

stories with fantastical characters, settings, and props received not only higher satisfaction 

ratings but also a greater number of participants who made violent choices. We suggest that the 

fantasy genre simplifies or encourages the taking of control and option for high violence and that 

the threshold to an aesthetic realm is lower with more flexible rules of normalacy and morality. 

  



One of the open questions beyond the scope of this paper is whether similar behavior of 

choosing highly violent actions might occur within the real world. As we suggested above, our 

study includes evidence that most people seem to be quite clear about the difference between 

reality and fiction. The choice for high violence includes a recognition of the aesthetic 

suspension of morality. However, the real world also contains many moments were the lines 

between fiction and reality are not strictly drawn, including learning about (real) others in form of 

little stories and gossip that contain elements of fiction. It is possible that the modes of moral 

detachment we observe in this study apply for these forms of reality as well, with people opting 

to observe events from some aesthetics distance that allows for the enjoyment of violence, 

thereby encouraging or accepting higher actual violence, especially when they feel a sense of 

control in the situation. 

 

 

References 

 
 
Bartsch A., Mares, M.L., Scherr, S., Kloss, A., Keppeler, J., Posthumus, L. (2016). More Than 

Shoot-Em-Up and Torture Porn: Reflective Appropriation and Meaning-Making of Violent 
Media Content. Journal of Communication, 66(5), pp. 741-765. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/jcom.12248 

Bartsch, A & Mares, M.L. (2014). Making Sense of Violence: Perceived Meaningfulness as a 
Predictor of Audience Interest in Violent Media Content. Journal of Communication, 
64(5), pp. 956-976. https://doi.org/10.1111/jcom.12112 

Brown, M.R., Bhardury, R.K., & Pope, N.K.Ll. (2013). The Impact of Comedic Violence on 
Viral Advertising Effectiveness. Journal of Advertising, 39(1), pp. 49-66. 
https://doi.org/10.2753/JOA0091-3367390104 

Fanti, K.A., Vanman, E., Henrich, C.C., & Avraamides, M.N. (2009). Desensitization to media 
violence over a short period of time. Aggressive Behavior, 35(2), pp. 179-187. 
https://doi.org/10.1002/ab.20295 

Ferguson, C.J., Bowman, N.D., & Kowert, R. (2017). Is the Link Between Games and 
Aggression More About the Player, Less About the Game? In: The Wiley Handbook of 
Violence and Aggression. Wiley. https://doi.org/10.1002/9781119057574.whbva036 

Festinger, L. (1957). A Theory of Cognitive Dissonance. Stanford, CA: Stanford University  
Press. 

Gawronski, B., & Strack, F. (Eds.). (2012). Cognitive consistency: A fundamental principle in  
social cognition. Guilford press. 



Greene, K. & Krcmar, M. (2005.) Predicting exposure to and liking of media violence: a uses 
and gratifications approach. Communication Studies, 56(1), pp. 71-93. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/0008957042000332250 

Greitemeyer, T. & Sagioglou, C. (2017). The longitudinal relationship between everyday sadism 
and the amount of violent video game play. Personality and Individual Differences, 104, 
pp. 238-242. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2016.08.021 

Grizzard, M., Tamborini, R., Sherry, J.L., & Weber, R. (2016). Repeated Play Reduces Video 
Games’ Ability to Elicit Guilt: Evidence from a Longitudinal Experiment. Media 
Psychology, 20(2), pp. 267-290. https://doi.org/10.1080/15213269.2016.1142382 

Guadagno, R. E., & Cialdini, R. B. (2010). Preference for consistency and social influence: A  
review of current research findings. Social Influence, 5(3), 152-163. 

Gulas, C.S., Weinberger, M.G., & Swani, K. (2017). In: The Wiley Handbook of Violence and 
Aggression. Wiley. https://doi.org/10.1002/9781119057574.whbva035 

Gunter B. (2018) Do Sex, Horror and Violence Sell Movies?. In: Predicting Movie Success at  
the Box Office. Palgrave Macmillan, Cham. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-71803-3_7 

Hartman, T. (2017). The “Moral Disengagement in Violent Videogames” Model. Game Studies, 
17(2). 

Hartmann, T., Krakowiak, K.M, & Tsay-Vogel, M. (2014). How Violent Video Games 
Communicate Violence: A Literature Review and Content Analysis of Moral 
Disengagement Factors. Communication Monographs, 81(3), pp. 310-332. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/03637751.2014.922206 

Hartmann, T., Toz, E., & Brandon, M. (2010). Just a Game? Unjustified Virtual Violence 
Produces Guilt in Empathetic Players. Media Psychology, 13 (4), pp. 339-363. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/15213269.2010.524912 

Hartmann, T., Moller, I., & Krause, C. (2014). Factors underlying male and female use of violent  
video games. New Media and Society, 17(11), pp. 1777-1794.  
https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444814533067 

Hartman, T. & Vorderer, P. (2010). It’s Okay to Shoot a Character: Moral Disengagement in 
Violent Video Games. Journal of Communication, 60(1), pp. 94-119. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1460-2466.2009.01459.x 

Janicke, S.H. & Raney, A.A. (2017). Modeling the Antihero Narrative Enjoyment Process.  
Psychology of Popular Media Culture. Advance online publication. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/ppm0000152 

Jansz, J. (2005). The Emotional Appeal of Violent Video Games for Adolescent Males. 
Communication Theory, 15(3), pp. 219-241. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-
2885.2005.tb00334.x 

Jenkins, H. (2006). Convergence Culture, Where old and new media collide, NY, New York  
University Press.  

Kneer, J., Elson, M., & Knapp, F. (2016). Fight fire with rainbows: The effects of displayed 
violence, difficulty, and performance in digital games on affect, aggression, and 
physiological arousal. Computers in Human Behavior, 54, pp. 142-148. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2015.07.034 

Konijn, E.A., Bijvank, A.N., & Bushman, B.J. (2007). I wish I were a warrior: The role of 
wishful identification in the effects of violent video games on aggression in adolescent 
boys. Developmental Psychology, 43(4), pp. 1038-1044. 

Koopman, M. & Hakemulder, F. (2015). Effects of Literature on Empathy and Self-Reflection: A 
Theoretical-Empirical Framework. Journal of Literary Theory, 9(1), online. 
https://doi.org/10.1515/jlt-2015-0005 

Krcmar, M. & Kean, L.G. (2009). Uses and Gratifications of Media Violence: Personality 
Correlates of Viewing and Liking Violent Genres. Media Psychology, 7(4), pp. 399-420. 
https://doi.org/10.1207/S1532785XMEP0704_5 



Krcmar, M. (2014). Appetitive and Defensive Arousal in Violent Video Games: Explaining 
Individual Differences in Attraction to and Effects of Video Games. Media Psychology, 
18(4), pp. 527-550. https://doi.org/10.1080/15213269.2014.888007 

Lin, C.A. & Zhan, X. (2017). Watching TV Series with Horror Content: Audience Attributes, 
Motivations, Involvement and Enjoyment. Journal of Broadcasting & Electronic Media, 
61(7), pp. 638-657. https://doi.org/10.1080/08838151.2017.1375503 

Liu, Y., Lan, H., Teng Z, Guo, C., Yao, D. (2017) Facilitation or disengagement? Attention bias 
in facial affect processing after short-term violent video game exposure. PLoS ONE, 
12(3). https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0172940 

Manhood, C. & Hanus, M. (2017). Role-playing video games and emotion: How transportation 
into the narrative mediates the relationship between immoral actions and feelings of 
guilt. Psychology of Popular Media Culture, 6 (1), pp. 61-73. 

McIntosh, W.D., Murray, J.D., Murray, R.M., & Manian, S. (2003). What’s So Funny About a 
Poke in the Eye? The Prevalence of Violence in Comedic Films and Its Relation to 
Social and Economic Threat in the United States, 1951-2000. Mass Communication and 
Society, 6(4), pp. 345-360. https://doi.org/10.1207/S15327825MCS0604_1 

Oatley, Keith. (1999) Meetings of minds: Dialogue, sympathy, and identification, in reading  
fiction. Poetics, 26(5-6), pp. 439-454. https://doi.org/10.1016/S0304-422X(99)00011-X 

Polman, H., de Castro, B.O., & van Aken, M.A.G. (2007). Experimental study of the 
differential effects of playing versus watching violent video games on children’s 
aggressive behavior. Aggressive Behavior, 34(3), pp. 256-264. 
https://doi.org/10.1002/ab.20245 

Portell, M. & Mullet, E. (2014). Why Do People Enjoy Watching Natural Disaster Human 
Violence on Television? A Reversal Theory Perspective. Journal of Motivation, Emotion, 
and Personality, 2(1), pp. 38-49. 10.12689/jmep.2014.205 

Przybylski, A.K., Ryan, R.M., & Rigby, C.S. (2009). The Motivating Role of Violence in Video 
Games. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 35 (2), pp. 243-259. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0146167208327216 

Rahim, M.H.A., Ping, L.M., Yin, J.S.K., & Phil, E.T.L. (2015). The appeal of violent content in 
entertainment media to Malaysian audiences: An inquiry into the influence of meaning-
making. Geografia, 11(9), pp. 86-98. http://ejournals.ukm.my/gmjss/article/view/18836 

Raney, A. & Depalma, A. (2006). The Effect of Viewing Varying Levels and Contexts of 
Violent Sports Programming on Enjoyment, Mood, and Perceived Violence. Mass 
Communication and Society, 9(3), pp. 321-338. 
https://doi.org/10.1207/s15327825mcs0903_4 

Raney, A. & Kinally, W. (2009). Examining Perceived Violence in an Enjoyment of Televised 
Rivalry Sports Contests. Mass Communication and Society, 12(3), pp. 311-331. 
https://doi.org/10.1207/s15327825mcs0903_4 

Riddle, K., Tay, S.K., & Wu, J. (2018). “It Lets Me Fight the Bad Guys”: An Exploration Into the  
 Factors Predicting Enjoyment of Violent Video Games. Communication Studies. 
         https://doi.org/10.1080/10510974.2018.1438490 
Sekarasih, L.; Walsh, Kimberly R.; and Scharrer, E. (2015) “Media violence is made to 

attract and entertain people”: Responses to Media Literacy Lessons on the Effects of 
and Institutional Motives behind Media Violence. Journal of Media Literacy Education, 
6(3), 1 -13.  http://digitalcommons.uri.edu/jmle/vol6/iss3/1 

Sparks, B.G., Sherry, J., & Lubsen, G. (2005). The Appeal of Media Violence in a Full-length 
Motion Picture: An Experimental Investigation.  Communication Reports, 18(1-2), pp. 21-
30. https://doi.org/10.1080/08934210500084198 

Stockdale et al. (2015). Emotionally anesthetized: media violence induces neural changes  
during emotional face processing. Social Cognitive and Affective Neuroscience, 10(10), 
pp. 1373-1382. https://doi.org/10.1093/scan/nsv025 



Staw, B. M. (1981). The escalation of commitment to a course of action. Academy of  
management Review, 6(4), 577-587. 

Teng, Z., Nie, Q., Guo, C., & Liu, Y. (2017). Violent video game exposure and moral 
disengagement in early adolescence: The moderating effect of moral identity. 
Computers in Human Behavior, 77, pp. 54-62. 
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0172940 

Vaughan, F., & Greenwood R. M. (2017). From the “reel” world to the “real” world: subjective  
experiences of violent fictional entertainment. Qualitative Research in        
Psychology, 14(3), pp 266-287. https://doi.org/10.1080/14780887.2017.1290175 

Waddell, F.T., Bailey, E., & Davis, S.E. (2017). Does Elevation Reduce Viewer’s Enjoyment of  
Media Violence? Testing the Intervention Potential of Inspiring Media. Journal of Media 
Psychology. Advance Online Publication.  
https://doi.org/10.1027/1864-1105/a000214 

Weaver, A.J. & Wilson, B.J. (2009). The Role of Graphic and Sanitized Violence in the 
Enjoyment of Television Dramas. Human Communication Research, 35(3), pp. 442-463. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2958.2009.01358.x 

Xie, G.X. & Lee, M.J. (2010). Anticipated Violence, Arousal, and Enjoyment of Movies: 
Viewers’ Reactions to Violent Previews Based on Arousal-Seeking Tendency. The 
Journal of Social Psychology, 148(3), pp. 277-292. 
https://doi.org/10.3200/SOCP.148.3.277-292 

Yoon, H.J. & Kim, Y. (2014). The Moderating Role of Gender Identity in Response to Comedic 
Violence Advertising. Journal of Advertising, 43(4), pp. 382-396. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/00913367.2014.880390 

Yoon, H.J. (2015). Comedic Violence in advertising: the role of normative beliefs and intensity 
of violence. International Journal of Advertising, 35(3), pp. 519-539. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/02650487.2015.1064197 

Appendix 
 

S1 All Stories and choices 

Story 1 
Realistic-Third-Person 
John is walking home from work when he sees his neighbor Ronald outside doing some yard 
work. Ronald often has projects going on outside that makes their whole neighborhood look like 
it’s under construction, which really irritates John because he really likes everything looking neat 
and tidy. No one else is outside. As John thinks about this, he decides to approach Ronald and 
a. slap him. 
b. hit him with a baseball bat lying nearby. 
A. Ronald looks at John with a confused expression and asks why John slapped him. John 
responds by 
c. clapping him on the shoulder, saying he has been stressed at work lately and is sorry for 
taking that out on him. 
d. taking out a knife and repeatedly stabbing Ronald. 
B. Ronald lies moaning on the ground looking very bruised and bloodied. John responds by 
then 
e. admitting he forgot to take his medicine that morning and calling an ambulance for medical 
attention. He apologizes profusely and wants to make things right. 



f. taking out a gun and shooting Ronald fifteen times. 
  
Realistic-Second-Person 
You are walking home from work when you see your neighbor Ronald outside doing some yard 
work. Ronald often has projects going on outside that makes your whole neighborhood look like 
it’s under construction, which really irritates you. No one else is outside. As you think about this, 
you decide to approach Ronald and 
a. slap him. 
b. hit him with a baseball bat lying nearby. 
A. Ronald looks at you with a confused expression and asks why you slapped him. You respond 
by 
c. clapping him on the shoulder and saying you have been stressed at work lately and are sorry 
for taking it out on him. 
d. taking out a knife and repeatedly stabbing Ronald. 
B. Ronald lies moaning on the ground looking very bruised and bloodied. You respond by then 
e. admitting you forgot to take your medicine that morning and calling an ambulance for medical 
attention. You apologize profusely and want to make things right. 
f. taking out a gun and shooting Ronald fifteen times. 
  
Fantasy-Third-Person 
The great giant Griz is walking home through the enchanted forest when he sees his neighbor, 
a large troll named Ronald, outside collecting some water nymphs to take home. Ronald often 
collects noisy creatures like sprites, tree elves, nymphs, and miniature unicorns that make their 
whole section of the forest look like it’s a mystical zoo, which really irritates Griz because he 
likes everything looking neat and tidy. No one else is in the woods. As Griz thinks about this, he 
decides to approach Ronald and 
a. slap him. 
b. hit him with a large, thorny branch lying nearby. 
A. Ronald looks at Griz with a confused expression and asks why Griz slapped him. Griz 
responds by 
c. clapping him on the shoulder, saying he has been stressed about insurgent fairies lately and 
is sorry for taking that out on him. 
d. taking out a poisoned knife a witch gave him and repeatedly stabbing Ronald. 
B. Ronald lies moaning on the ground looking very bruised and bloodied. Griz responds by then 
e. admitting he forgot to drink his potion that morning and calling a wizard for medical attention. 
He apologizes profusely and wants to make things right. 
f. taking out a bow and shooting Ronald fifteen times with magical, poisonous arrows. 
  
Fantasy-Second-Person 
You are a great giant and are walking home through the enchanted forest when you sees your 
neighbor, a large troll named Ronald, outside collecting some water nymphs to take home. 
Ronald often collects noisy creatures like sprites, tree elves, nymphs, and miniature unicorns 
that make your whole section of the forest look like it’s a mystical zoo, which really irritates you 



because you like everything looking neat and tidy. No one else is in the woods. As you think 
about this, you decide to approach Ronald and 
a. slap him. 
b. hit him with a large, thorny branch lying nearby. 
A. Ronald looks at you with a confused expression and asks why you slapped him. You respond 
by 
c. clapping him on the shoulder, saying you have been stressed about insurgent fairies lately 
and are sorry for taking that out on him. 
d. taking out a poisoned knife a witch gave him and repeatedly stabbing Ronald. 
B. Ronald lies moaning on the ground looking very bruised and bloodied. You respond by then 
e. admitting you forgot to drink your potion that morning and calling a wizard for medical 
attention. You apologize profusely and want to make things right. 
f. taking out a bow and shooting Ronald fifteen times with magical, poisonous arrows. 
  
Nazi History-Third-Person 
It’s 1944 and World War II is still raging. Johannes is a German Nazi and is walking home from 
work when he sees his neighbor Ronald outside doing some yard work. Ronald often has 
projects going on outside that makes the whole neighborhood look like it’s under construction, 
which really irritates Johannes. No one else is outside. As Johannes thinks about this, he 
decides to approach Ronald and 
a. slap him. 
b. hit him with a baseball bat lying nearby. 
A. Ronald looks at Johannes with a confused expression and asks why he slapped him. 
Johannes responds by 
c. clapping him on the shoulder and saying he has been stressed with work assignments lately 
and is sorry for taking it out on him. 
d. taking out a knife and repeatedly stabbing Ronald. 
B. Ronald lies moaning on the ground looking very bruised and bloodied. Johannes responds by 
then 
e. admitting he wasn’t thinking straight and running to find a doctor for medical attention. He 
apologizes profusely and wants to make things right. 
f. taking out a gun and shooting Ronald fifteen times. 
  
Nazi History-Second-Person 
It’s 1944 and World War II is still raging. You are a German Nazi and are walking home from 
work when you see your neighbor Ronald outside doing some yard work. Ronald often has 
projects going on outside that makes your whole neighborhood look like it’s under construction, 
which really irritates you. No one else is outside. As you think about this, you decide to 
approach Ronald and 
a. slap him. 
b. hit him with a baseball bat lying nearby 
A. Ronald looks at you with a confused expression and asks why you slapped him. You respond 
by 



c. clapping him on the shoulder and saying you have been stressed with work assignments 
lately and are sorry for taking it out on him. 
d. taking out a knife and repeatedly stabbing Ronald. 
B. Ronald lies moaning on the ground looking very bruised and bloodied. You respond by then 
e. admitting you weren’t thinking straight and running to find a doctor for medical attention. You 
apologize profusely and want to make things right. 
f. taking out a gun and shooting Ronald fifteen times. 
  
General History-Third Person 
It’s 1900 in New York City. John is walking home from his factory job when he sees his neighbor 
Ronald outside pruning his bushes. Ronald often has projects going on outside that makes the 
whole neighborhood look like it’s under construction, which really irritates John. No one else is 
outside. As John thinks about this, he decides to approach Ronald and 
a. slap him. 
b. hit him with a baseball bat lying nearby. 
A. Ronald looks at John with a confused expression and asks why he slapped him. John 
responds by 
c. clapping him on the shoulder and saying he has been stressed with long work hours lately 
and is sorry for taking it out on him. 
d. taking out a knife and repeatedly stabbing Ronald. 
B. Ronald lies moaning on the ground looking very bruised and bloodied. John responds by 
then 
e. admitting he wasn’t thinking straight and running to find a doctor for medical attention. He 
apologizes profusely and wants to make things right. 
f. taking out a gun and shooting Ronald fifteen times. 
  
General History-Second-Person 
It’s 1900 in New York City. You are walking home from your factory job when you see your 
neighbor Ronald outside pruning his bushes. Ronald often has projects going on outside that 
makes the whole neighborhood look like it’s under construction, which really irritates you. No 
one else is outside. As you think about this, you decide to approach Ronald and 
         a. slap him. 
         b. hit him with a baseball bat lying nearby. 
A. Ronald looks at you with a confused expression and asks why you slapped him. You respond 
by 
         c. clapping him on the shoulder, saying you have been stressed with long work hours 
lately and are sorry for taking that out on him. 
d. taking out a knife and repeatedly stabbing Ronald. 
B. Ronald lies moaning on the ground looking very bruised and bloodied. You respond by then 
         e. admitting you weren't thinking straight and running to find a doctor for medical 
attention. You apologize profusely and want to make things right. 
F.taking out a gun and shooting Ronald fifteen times. 
 
 



S2. Rating categories and distribution of added free-response endings 

We used 13 criteria below to rank the free-response endings and received the following results. 

As indicated, we grouped the 13 criteria into 3 categories, with category I: Continuation or 

approval of violence; category II: Conciliation and apology; category III: Ending with evasion and 

other endings without further violence or apologies. 

Ending type LL VL LV VV 

1 Escalation of 
violence 

39 3 8 37 

2 Apology 116 27 10 0 

3 Punishment 17 8 0 8 

4 Counseling 6 1 0 1 

5 “All a dream” 1 1 0 2 

6 Obedience to 
orders 

0 0 0 0 

7 “Got away with 
it” 

16 10 0 7 

8 Justice 14 1 0 5 

9 Aggressor 
regrets 

15 2 0 3 

10 Aggressor 
does not regret 

29 4 2 11 

11 other 14 2 0 1 



12 No apologies 
or further violence 

40 4 2 0 

13 Making threats 6 0 1 0 

Category I (1 ,7, 8, 
10, 13) 
(more violence) 

85 19 12 63 

Category II (2, 4, 
9) 
(reconciliations) 

152 31 6 3 

Category III (3, 5, 
6, 11, 12) 
(evasions) 

79 15 4 11 

  

 


