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Abstract

The present research examined the role of a figticmaracter’s trustworthiness on
narrative persuasion. The authors suggest thamouhiness indicators within the story,
rather than paratextual cues (fact-fiction-labéliaffject persuasive outcomes. An
experiment on fuel-efficient driving behavior (gnedriving) was conducted, with
behavioral intentions and self-reported behaviore@ weeks post-exposure) as dependent
variables. A story with a trustworthy character whiwoduced green driving behavior led

to stronger intentions to engage in fuel-efficidnving among car owners than a story with
a less trustworthy character who provided the safoemation or a control story. Low
character trustworthiness was particularly detritakto story-consistent intentions and
behavior for recipients who were not deeply immetis¢o the story world (low narrative

presence).

Keywords narrative persuasion, character trustworthinesgironmental behavior, climate

change, green driving, transportation, narrativgagement presence
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The persuasive influence of a fictional charactetstworthiness

Authors of fictional stories are free to divergenr real-world facts, and the events told
may or may not have taken place. In contrast, ndhaisapply to authors of non-fiction
(e.g., journalists, social scientists) include gloal to provide information that accurately
reflect real-world facts and incidents. Readingjdical stories can be valuable for several
important reasons (e.g., perspective taking, patdasight, cf. Mar & Oatley, 2008;
Oatley, 2012), but when it comes to real world kiezlge and related behavior, non-fiction
is largely perceived as a more trustworthy souReeipients expect information provided
in a fictional story to be less trustworthy andfukéor everyday life than information
provided in a non-fictional story (Appel & Malear, 2012). Interestingly, a story
introduced to be fictional turned out to be no lpsssuasive than a story introduced to be
non-fictional in previous studies (Appel & Mélar, 2012; Green & Brock, 2000; Strange
& Leung, 1999; Wheeler, Green, & Brock, 1999). Thés been attributed to a general
tendency of disregarding information that accomesiai story (paratexts, such as fact or
fiction labels; cf. Genette, 1987) even if thesepaxts provide information about the
trustworthiness of the source (Appel & M&tar, 2012). The present work tests the
assumption that the trustworthiness of a charadber provides potentially persuasive
information — a more proximate reliability indicateithin a fictional story — determines
persuasive outcomes. Moreover, two competing lri@ggumentation are presented that
predict recipients’ experience of being part of shary world (narrative engagement

presence) to increase or decrease the influencieanlcter trustworthiness.
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Green Driving to Reduce Climate Change

In addition to examining the theory-guided assuoribriefly introduced above (a
more comprehensive presentation follows in the egissnt sections), this work was guided
by the objective to investigate a relevant fielknbwledge and action. The present paper
provides insight to the influence of fictional s&& on recipients’ behavioral intentions and
recipients’ behavior with key importance to climatenge. Global climate change is
arguably one of the most crucial challenges for &wikind in the 2% century. Part of the
greenhouse gases (which increased prevalence éivadnsidered a dominant cause of
climate change) are emitted by citizens, with viglsibeing the largest source of £0
emissions for a typical household in the USA (US&#&ment of Energy, 2012). Our focus
is on fuel-efficient driving (green driving, ecoidng) — a pertinent behavioral option to
reduce the greenhouse gas emissions of automdlyil#8-20 % on average (e.qg.,
Barkenbus, 2010; Andrieu & Saint Pierre, 2012).

Information about climate change, including con&n@val viewpoints as well as
information on its causes and potential remediégoisally found in non-fictional media
such as government websites, newspaper articldd/-olocumentaries. However, global
climate change and related issues are also aitofictional media. Climate change is the
background of the events unfolding in several feafims (e.g.,The Day After Tomorrow
Emmerich, 2004)and novels (e.gSolar, McEwan, 2010). There are also explicit attempts
at providing information on climate change and wvatval options in the fictional format

(e.g., TV serie€aptain PlanetTurner & Pyle, 1990-1996; see also Donner, 2008).

Fictional Stories and Persuasion
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The power of fictional stories to change recipiergal-world beliefs and to initiate
behavior has been supported by anecdotes for ailoegsee for example accounts on the
impact of the novelUncle Tom’s Cabiron the outcome of the US Civil War; cf. Strange,
2002). In recent years, case studies and humaastimunts on the influence of fiction have
been complemented by empirical, experimental reke&ictional stories were found to
affect knowledge and memory (e.g., Marsh, MeadBogdiger, 2003; Dahlstrom, 2010;
2012; see Marsh, Butler, & Umanath, 2012, for aererew), and to change recipients’
attitudes and beliefs about real-world issues &t persuasion, e.g., Appel & Richter,
2010; Gerrig & Prentice, 1991; Green & Brock, 20@@rtua & Barrios, 2012; Prentice,
Gerrig & Bailis, 1997; Strange & Leung, 1999). Sonfi¢hese studies indicate that the
persuasive influence of fictional narratives camgbee durable, being strong even after a
two weeks-delay (Appel & Richter, 2007; see alsp@&p2008, and Jensen, Bernat,
Wilson, & Goonwardene, 2011). In one subset ofisgjdtory-consistent beliefs were
observed in response to the main message of the &ipexample beliefs about
psychiatric patients following a story about a i psychiatric patient attacking a young
girl (Green & Brock, 2000, see also Appel & M&tar, 2012; Appel & Richter, 2010,
Experiment 1). In a second subset of studies, stongistent beliefs were observed in
response to assertions by story characters. Fon@gacharacters in a story about a
pretended kidnapping discussed information abauh#alth effects of sunlight and the
benefits of a low cholesterol diet (and other tepand beliefs about these issues served as
the dependent variable (Gerrig & Prentice, 199&;as0 Appel & Richter, 2007; Prentice

et al., 1997; Wheeler, Green, & Brock, 1999).
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The persuasive impact of narratives has beenwttdlio their potency to engage
recipients (Busselle & Bilandzic, 2009) and to sqaort them into the story world (Gerrig,

1993; Green & Brock, 2002). The conceptrahsportationis based on the metaphor that
readers undertake a mental journey into the wdrddrarrative (Gerrig, 1993), with the result
that “all mental systems and capacities becomes&zton the events occurring in the
narrative” (Green & Brock, 2000, p. 701). Unlikéet approaches, transportation has been
described as a concept that applies to the exger@marratives only (Green & Brock, 2002)
and most often it has been examined with writtgtstdts defining features are the experience
of ‘being in a narrative world’ (Gerrig, 1993) aoflhaving strong mental images of the
unfolding events (Green & Brock, 2002) with a meinteage defined as “a representation of a
particular stimulus that is formed by activatioreaddensory system and, thus, is experienced by
the organism as having similar qualities to thealqgterception of the stimulus” (Dadds,
Bovbjerg, Reed, & Cutmore, 1997, p. 90 in GreenBwattk, 2002, p. 321). These key features
overlap substantially with the alternative conadgiresencgor subcomponents thereof, cf.,
Kim & Biocca, 1997).

Broadening the scope of the concept, the statammdportation has been conceived as a
co-activation of attention, imagery, and emotiang.( Green, 2004; Green & Brock, 2000),
i.e., as a rather far-reaching experiential staterporating several aspects of being lost (Nell,
1988) or absorbed (Graesser, 1981) into a stos/e€kperiential state of transportation is
typically assessed with the help of the Transporiécale (Green & Brock, 2000). This self-
report measure incorporates the facets listed aboveever, in the great majority of studies
one aggregate score for transportation was cadcllatidividual differences in state

transportation have been attributed to textuaédbffices (e.g., craftsmanship of the author,
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narrativity), situational factors (e.g., processyogl, distraction) as well as the readers’ stable
dispositions, including traits such as “transpalitsgh (Dal Cin, Zanna, & Fong, 2004; Busselle
& Bilanzic, 2008) or the need for affect (Appel, &mbs, & Maio, 2012; Appel & Richter,
2010; Maio & Esses, 2001). A number of experimdetaonstrated that higher transportation
scores were associated with a stronger persuaspat of stories (e.g., Appel & Richter,
2010; Green, 2004; Green & Brock, 2000; Vaughn.g2@09).

More recentlyparrative engagementas introduced as an alternative concept to
describe and explain experiential states when beingersed into a story (Busselle &
Bilandzic, 2008; 2009). Narrative engagement ctssisfour dimensionsyarrative
understandindthe ease of building a mental model of the regree] eventsgttentional
focus(concentration on the story events, not feelirsrdcted)emotional engagement
(arousal and experience of emotions), aadative presencé&he experience of having
entered the story world). A self-report scale wagalioped that allows for a seperate
assessment of the four dimensions and for buildimgggregate score (Busselle &
Bilandzic, 2009). Like transportation, narrativegagement is supposed to facilitate

persuasion.

On the Trustwor thiness of Fictional and Non-Fictional Infor mation

One of the arguably most interesting aspects ob#lief change through fictional
story content is that authors of fiction may or nmay report events and information that
correspond with real-world issues and informatidnlike authors of non-fiction for whom
“truth is the guiding principle” (APME, 2011), theers no principle of correspondence truth

for fiction. Authors of fiction may, for the saké their plot or lack of inquiry, diverge from
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information widely considered true in the real wioiThus, one may suspect that the
ascribed trustworthiness of fictional sources wgdothan that of non-fictional sources. In
the classic persuasion literature, source trushwaess is considered one out of two aspects
of the more general concept of source credibitify flovland, Janis, & Kelley, 1953), the
second aspect is expertise (cf. Hornikx & Hoekd&®7). Whereas trustworthiness “refers

to the degree to which an audience perceives getams made by the communicator to

be ones that the speaker considers valid”, expétesers to the extent to which a speaker
is perceived to be capable of making correct asssit(Pornpitakpan, 2004, p. 244).

The assumption that fiction is considered a leasHberfectly trustworthy source
matches the widespread norm in everyday conversatitto build a line of argumentation
on evidence from fictioA.In a recent study participants rated informatiamf non-fiction
(news stories) to be more useful for their everyidfaythan information from fictional
stories (short stories or novels), and they asdribeer trustworthiness to fiction (Appel &
Maleckar, 2012, Study 1). However, trustworthiness asefulness-ratings were higher for
fiction than for a lie story (untrue and meant éxeive the recipient) and fiction was
expected to be particularly entertaining and akiagrb

The reduced trustworthiness ascribed by recipienfistion as compared to non-
fiction does not translate to less persuasion fiiotional sources: In several experimental
studies the same story was introduced to be fiationone condition and non-fictional in a
second condition. A comparison of the persuasifextsf of such story labels yielded equal
persuasion for fictional and non-fictional stor(esy., Green & Brock, 2000; Wheeler,
Green & Brock, 1999; Strange & Leung, 1999). Thagontrast to the differences in

source evaluations of usefulness and trustworthi{kgpel & Malekar, 2012),
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introducing the story to be fiction did not redube persuasive effect. This result is
remarkable, as higher source trustworthiness has dgsociated with higher persuasion in
previous research on non-narrative persuasion (dagsinnies & Ward, 1980; see
Pornpitakpan, 2004, for an overview). Appel and édehr (2012) suggest that the
persuasion parity of non-fiction and fiction is doethe subordinate role of information that
accompanies a story (paratexts, Genette, 198 Yrapared to the story itself in narrative
persuasion. Unless paratextual cues indicateltattory is a lie, paratextual information

on correspondence truth is largely neglected.

Differencesin the Trustworthiness of Fictional Characters

Paratextual information that indicates the credipdf information presented in a
story can take different forms, such as non-fictienfiction labels (see above), notes on an
author’s expertise on a book cover, or video maktshowing the diligent research a movie
director conducted prior to shooting a film. As d#ised above, paratextual trustworthiness
indicators had little effect on story-related attiés and beliefs about real-world issues in
previous studies.

We assume that trustworthiness indicators withiexg rather than features of the
paratext, play a crucial role in narrative persoiasPer definition, the author is the source
of the story content and an author of fiction ig@|free to portray the world as he or she
pleases. Thus, any considerations regarding theityabf a story’s information should
focus on the empirical author (e.g., why does shé¢hat story?). However, information
provided in a story often has a more proximate cuA fictional character. In everyday

fiction, some characters are introduced to belkdiand someone you can trust (e.g., Bruce
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Wayne's faithful butleAlfred in theBatmanseries), whereas others are portrayed to have
low integrity (e.g., supervillain§he Jokewor The Riddleiin the same series). Often, the
trustworthiness of a fictional character is exclesy established in the fictional world — no
real-world indicators of the character’s trustwordss are available as the character has no
equivalent outside the story world.

We assume that even if the character trustworthifmslack thereof) exists only in
the fictional world, it might be relevant with resg to recipients’ post expository real-
world beliefs, intentions, and behavior. Previdusory and research on the processing of
fictional stories found little evidence for an amatic “mental toggle” that is thrown one
way or the other to separate fictional and nonefiwl information (e.g., Gerrig, 1993;
Shapiro & Kim, 2012). We expect that this appliegi¢tional-world trustworthiness
indicators as well. Research that is mainly focusedeal-world communicators suggests
that communicator trustworthiness influences pesiseaoutcomes. Social cognitive theory
(Bandura, 1965) posits that trustworthy modelsnaoee influential than non-trustworthy
models (cf. Zimmerman & Koussa, 1979). Moreoveidernce from general persuasion
research shows that information presented by atanghy or otherwise credible source is
more persuasive than information presented by atmstworthy or non-credible source
(see Wilson & Sherrell, 1993, for meta-analyticutes, particularly if recipients do not
engage in elaborative processing (elaboration appede rather infrequent in narrative
processing, cf. Green & Brock, 2002). Thus, if twarthiness within the story world
mattered, the behavior and the assertions of targty characters should have a stronger
(story-consistent) influence on the recipients ttrenbehavior and the assertions of

characters low in trustworthiness.
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The Role of Narrative Presence

Individuals differ with respect to the extent tifay feel they have left the real
world behind and have entered the story world. Exerience of narrative presence is a
key component of the transportation concept (Geti993; Green & Brock, 2002) and
narrative presence is one of four dimensions ofati@e engagement (Busselle &
Bilandzic, 2009). We suggest that narrative presemtuences the effect of character
trustworthiness on the persuasive outcome of g.stbrere are two lines of thought that
yield contradicting assumptions on the directiothid influence or, statistically speaking,
the direction of this moderator effect:

On the one hand, there is reason to assume tloaiafion presented by an
unreliable character (vs. a reliable characteppisicularly disregarded by those recipients
who have left the real-world behind and have aamtivid mental representation of the
story world (high narrative presence). Only foripgents who have a strong feeling of
being present in the story world, the trustwortesef a character within that world
matters. In other words, the more the story wodddmes the world of reference for the
recipient, the smaller the persuasive effects fofrmation transmitted by a character who is
portrayed as particularly unreliable.

On the other hand, a contradicting line of arguragon suggests that the influence
of a character low in trustworthiness is higher agithose who have a strong sense of
having entered the story world than among those exiperience less narrative presence:
Experiencing to be part of the story world shoutdpositively associated with persuasive

outcomes. This assumption is based on previousytlzeml research suggesting that the
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likelihood of any evaluation of incoming story imfeation along the lines of truth vs.
falsehood decreases with higher scores in traregpmmtand narrative engagement (Dal
Cin, Zanna, & Fong, 2004; Green & Brock, 2002). &hen the one-step model of
comprehension and believing (Gilbert, 1991; Gilp&efarodi, & Malone, 1993), one may
argue that recipients automatically accept inforomathey comprehend. An additional step
is necessary to reject information that is flawecdhwalid. In the state of being exclusively
present in the story world, recipients are paréidylunlikely to engage in the second step
(Gerrig, 1993; Green & Brock, 2000) which is neeggdo discount information put
forward by an unreliable source within the storyddoThus, the influence of information
expressed by an untrustworthy protagonist will @se with the recipients’ narrative

presence.

Study Overview and Predictions
Despite the difference in ascribed usefulness arstvtorthiness (Appel & Matkar,
2012), stories introduced to be fictional were esspasive as stories introduced to be non-
fictional in previous studies (e.g., Green & Bro2R00). Our main aim was to extend
previous findings on paratextual indicators of gtoustworthiness to textual indicators of
trustworthiness within the story world. Second, goal was to examine whether the
persuasive effects, given low character trustwoess, increased or decreased with the
experience of narrative presence. Third, the ptestady was meant to extend the literature
on narrative persuasion to a hitherto largely netgld but highly relevant applied domain:
climate change. Fourth, we focused on behaviotahtions and recipients’ post expository

behavior. This is a worthwhile addition to previatgdies which almost exclusively
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focused on attitudes, beliefs, and knowledge (timergersuasion tradition) or often lacked
a strict experimental design (field studies inéngertainment-education tradition).

An experimental study was conducted to investitfaeampact of a fictional story
on fuel-efficient driving. The story treatment idved a trustworthiness manipulation of the
character that delivered the information on fudieefnt driving; behavioral intentions were
assessed briefly after exposure to the story, veseself-reported behavior was assessed
three weeks after exposure. Recipients’ self-regpbniarrative presence (Busselle &
Bilandzic, 2009) served as a moderator variabléeRi@l effects of the story on car driving
behavior and related intentions were particuldKgly for participants who owned a car
themselves (we assumed that participants withait twn car had fewer opportunities to
engage in green driving), thus, the hypothesesnedtlbelow were addressed at car owners
in particular.

The story was situated around a job interview atmnronmental organization and
a male job applicant was the main charadtael efficient driving-information was mainly
transmitted by a second character, the managéedrivironmental organization. We
expected that car-owners who read a story versiovhich the character that is associated
with the key information is portrayed as trustwgrihdicated higher intentions to engage
in fuel-efficient driving than participants who gea control story without fuel-efficient
driving information (Hypothesis 1). We further hypesized that a fictional character’s
trustworthiness has an influence on narrative @eisn; therefore we expected that a story
in which the same character was portrayed astestsvorthy would yield lower intentions
to engage in fuel-efficient driving than the starigh the highly trustworthy character

(Hypothesis 2). Furthermore, the story with thetworthy character was expected to
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induce more fuel-efficient driving behavior in tiveeks after exposure than the control
story (Hypothesis 3) or the story with the untrustilty character (Hypothesis 4). Two
lines of argumentation predicted that the amoumaofative presence moderated the
effects of trustworthiness on the story influertdewever, these lines of argumentation
yield diverging predictions on the direction ofglmfluence. As a consequence, the
moderation effect of narrative presence was adddess a research question for both,

behavioral intentions and actual behavior (Rese@udstions 1 and 2).

M ethod

Participants and Procedure

Ninety-six participants (61 male, 35 female) wezeruited at the campus of an
Austrian university. Their mean age was 24.85 y€ais= 4.38). For compensation, the
participants could take part in a lottery of fiv@€2gift certificates for a local bookstore.
Each participant received a booklet which contaitmedstudy material. On the first page of
the booklet, the study was introduced and the @paints were informed about a follow-up
survey. To match data of both assessments butrpeegeonymity, participants were
requested to provide a personal code based on@invarmation (hnumber of your
mother’s month of birth (e.g., 06 for June); sectattér of your mother’s given name; last
letter of your place of birth; second letter of youwn given name). Next, one out of three
stories was presented by random assignment. Thew&s followed by questions on
behavioral intentions and the readers’ narratigagement. The subsequent items
addressed the participants’ car ownership andeéheepved character credibility. The

booklet finished with questions on demograpHiE® contact the participants for the
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follow-up questions, they were asked to note teeinail-address on a separate sheet of
paper. Three weeks later, the participants wenggidvo a brief follow-up survey which

was administered over the Internet. This survessbed of items about their actual car
driving behavior in the past three weeks. Compigetestionnaires and a valid connection to
the data provided earlier were obtained for 62igiaents (35 male, 27 female) with an
average age of 25.13 yea8i)(= 4.85).

Study Material

Stories. Three short stories were used, two different veisiaf the experimental
story plus one control story. Each story was alb@mut pages long and was introduced to be
fictional (“The following text is a piece of fictig).

The protagonists of the experimental story, titlEden Goethe...” in both versions,
were a young university graduate callllip, and the director of the (fictitious)
environmental organizatio@reen Cloudjntroduced a$/r. Muringer. Philip wants to
work at Green Cloud and the plot of the narrats/based on a face-to-face job interview
he has with Muringer. In the course of their cosaéion, Muringer talks about passenger
car traffic as one of the main causes fo@@issions in industrial countries and mentions
several ways of saving fuel and reducing emissibrugh environmentally conscious
driving, e.g., using smaller and fuel-efficient candels, turning off the engine and doing
without the air conditioning whenever possible,offly shifting to a higher gear (most cars
in Austria are stick shift cars). In story 1 (highstworthiness), Mr. Muringer is described
as a person in his mid-fifties with high integritgnowned as an environmental expert in
academia, and publicly known for his authentic gjegaent. Philip would be pleased to

work atGreen CloudIn story 2 (low trustworthiness), Mr. Muringetlgeexactly the same
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things about green driving as in condition 1. Ttoeysdiffers with respect to the indicators
of Muringer’s trustworthiness (see Appendix). le #econd version Muringer is interested
in image rather than substance, he drives a huwe @ity vehicle with massive fuel
consumption and says that he wouldn’t be interast&hilip’s personal driving habits at
all as long as the public perception of the orgaiinin is not harmed. Philip notices
Muringer’s untrustworthiness and his interest ia jibb declines. Both versions of the
experimental story are constructed in a way whith teaders experience the storyline
through the eyes of protagonist Philip who is the gou first get to know in the
introductory part and thus likely take on his pexdjre. As a control story, an equally long
narrative titled “The Accident” was used. In thisry, the main protagonist has a dream of
driving in his car on the way to his office, seembeautiful woman standing on the street
and finally knocking her down. The next day, hisadin comes true, but he brakes in time
and falls in love with the woman. No statement®eisgéed with green driving or low/high
trustworthiness of any described person were gahi®story.

Behavioral intentions. Four items asked for behavioral intentions regaydjreen
driving (“I intend to drive with low rpm?”; “In thduture, | will take care of fuel-efficient
driving”; “I intend to check my own and others’ zetor regarding cars under an
environmental perspective”, “In the future | wititroduce others the possibilities of fuel-
efficient driving”). The items were rated on a 7isgcscale ranging from strongly disagree
(-3) to strongly agree (+3). The reliability ofsrscale was good, as indicated by
Cronbach’sy = .80?

Narrative presence. The presence subcomponent of narrative engagenaent w

assessed with the help of the German version dil#reative Engagement Scale which was
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applied in full (Busselle & Bilandzic, 2009). Theegence scale consists of three items
(e.g., “During reading, my body was in the roont, tmy mind was inside the world created
by the story”, 7-point scale from -3 to +3, Cronbaa: = .58)°

Character trustworthiness. Participants who read the story about green driving
answered two questions on the credibility of Muenghe protagonist whose
trustworthiness was manipulated (“Muringer is fgliéd; “Muringer is somebody you can
trust”, 7-point scale from -3 to +3, Cronbach’s .94).

Car owner ship. All participants indicated whether or not they lléir own car
(i.e., a car they legally owned or a car that wabeir disposal). Half of the participants (
= 48) had a car of their own.

Behavior. Being part of the follow-up survey, nine items atker behaviors
related to green driving in the preceding threeksde.g., “I drove with low rpm”; “l took
care of fuel-efficient driving”; “I approached tfaf lights without accelerating”, 7-point
scale ranging from -3 to +3, Cronbach’s .88)°
Design

The study involved the experimental factor ‘stagga’ (high trustworthiness
character, low trustworthiness character, contanly$. Moreover, the quasi-experimental
variable ‘car ownership’, and ‘narrative preseneentinuous) were the main predictor
variables. Behavioral intentions and self-repotiedavior with respect to fuel-efficient
driving served as the main dependent variablessiQtredictor variables that were
measured but that are not reported here includedhthvidual's need for cognition and

need for affect.
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Results

Treatment Check

We first inspected whether the textual trustworssmanipulation resulted in
corresponding trustworthiness ratings among thipierds. As expected, after reading the
version created to portray the key character Mairig be untrustworthy, credibility
ratings were lowerM| = -1.85;SD = 1.31) than after reading the version with the
trustworthy character MuringeM(= 1.27;SD= 1.22),t(64) = 10.02p < .001,d = 2.51.
There was no significant difference between bathystersions in engagement-presence
(high trustworthinesdl = -0.55;SD= 1.00; low trustworthines$4 = -0.97;SD = 1.26;
t[64] = 1.50;p = .14; for car owners only = -0.57;SD= 0.87 andM = -0.82;SD=1.17,
t[31] = 0.70,p = .49).
Behavioral Intentions

We expected that among those participants who owaread, the trustworthy
character story yielded stronger intentions to gega green driving than an unrelated
control story (Hypothesis 1) and stronger intergitiman the untrustworthy character story
(Hypothesis 2). In line with our assumptions, agergreen driving intentions were higher
in the trustworthy story groupA = 0.93;SD= 1.08) than in the control groupl (= 0.17;
SD=1.19),t(31) = 1.93p = .03 (one-tailed)d = 0.69. Moreover, average green driving
intentions were higher in the trustworthy storywgyahan in the untrustworthy story group
(M =0.05;SD=1.69),t(31) = 1.81p = .04 (one-tailed)d = 0.65. There was no significant
difference between the control group and the utwraighy story group.

We were further interested in the influence naveapresence had on the main

effects of character trustworthiness on behaviotahtions (Research question 1). Thus,
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we examined the influence of the different stovigthin a model that involved the
experimental treatment, whether recipients had awaheir own, and narrative presence
as predictors. To this end, an ANOVA was conduthed included all interactions between
the predictors (narrative presence wasandardized).

<Table 1>

<Figure 1>
The results are shown in the left columns of Tdbla three-way-interaction between the
story read, car ownership, and narrative presemmseobtained. Subsequently, the simple
slopes of narrative presence for the six diffeggoups were inspected (Figures 1a and 1b).
Among all experimental groups, the largest relaiop between narrative presence and
behavioral intentions was observed for car owndrs had read the story with the
untrustworthy character. Whereas the relationshtgéen narrative presence and
behavioral intentions for this group was significd= 0.79,Sk; = 0.26,p < .01 (simple
slope analysis), all other relationships were sohple slope analysis: the next steepest
slope was observed for control group participarniteout a carB = 0.43,SE = 0.27,p=
.11). This analysis points at a particularly stramgl positive relationship between feeling
present in the narrative world and story-consisbettavioral intentions under the low
trustworthiness condition. The trustworthiness @taonal character has the greatest
influence on persuasive success when recipientseteepresent in the story world. This
result is in line with the assumption that for aspect of the story that may initiate
resistance to persuasion — such as low charaastworthiness — the likelihood of being
processed decreases with the amount of being ¢ story world.

Behavior
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In the follow-up questionnaire, participants repdron their behavior during the
three weeks after they were exposed to one otnedtfhree stories. We expected that the
story with the trustworthy character would elicibra green driving behavior than the
control story or the story with the untrustworthacacter. In the subsample of car-owners,
those who read the story with the trustworthy ctiarareported on more green driving
behavior 1 = -0.20;SD = 1.09) than participants who read the story \thtn
untrustworthy characteM = -0.48;SD = 1.86), but this difference was not statistically
significant from zerot(21) = 0.46p = .65. The lowest green driving behavior was foiumd
the control conditionN] = -0.74;SD= 1.35), but again, this group mean did not
significantly differ from the mean behavior scofdte high trustworthiness condition,
t(20) = 1.04p = .31. Thus, the mean differences observed foawelral intentions
assessed immediately after reading the story didraslate to actual behavior
(Hypotheses 3 and 4) — at least this is what wecoaclude on the basis of the reduced
number of informants that participated in the fallap study.

<Figure 2>

To examine the interactive influence of story cdindi and narrative presence (our
second research question), higher-order interaxtigare analyzed with the story treatment,
car ownership, and self-reported narrative presénstandardized) as well as all higher-
order interactions as predictors; behavior sergetha criterion variable. The results are
shown in the right columns of Table 1. Again, a#way-interaction between the story
read, car ownership, and narrative presence was\a@tk The simple slope analysis
(Figures 2a and 2b) shows that there is a largesigmificant relationship between

narrative presence and behavioral intentions ansangwners who had read the story with
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the untrustworthy character, simple sloBe: 0.89,SE; = 0.24,p < .001. No such
relationship was found for car owners who readmhstworthy story or car owners who

read the control story$ > .48)° This three-way-interaction on reported behavialisost
identical to the findings obtained for behaviorgkentions: under conditions of an
untrustworthy character, feelings of having entehedstory world are positively related to
story consistent behavior. This is in line with #esumption that recipients who are present
in the story world tend to ignore aspects that méjate counter arguing — even if such

aspects are part of the story world.

Discussion

People spend a substantial part of their wakingswaith fictional stories (e.g., TV
series, feature films or novels). In recent yeaastative persuasion has become a vibrant
topic in communication science and media psycholegy., Appel & Richter, 2010;
Dahlstrom, 2012; Dahlstrom & Ho, 2012; Green & Diom@, 2011; Igartua & Barrios,
2012; Moyer-Gusé, Chung, & Jain, 2011). After shaydihat fictional stories shape
recipients’ knowledge and beliefs about real-wasklies, much of the current research
aims at understanding the processes (mediatord)@nttiary conditions (moderators) of
narrative persuasion. The present experiment egtpravious approaches as it tested the
influence of a potentially relevant but yet unexptbtextual variable: Character
trustworthiness. Results from several previousistusuggested that a story introduced to
be fictional is as persuasive as a story introduodze non-fictional. In other words,
trustworthiness indicators that accompanied they stdut were not part of the story itself

(paratexts) — had limited effects. Extending prasgiapproaches, we highlighted the
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importance of trustworthiness indicators within fletional story world. The present
experiment is the first to show that the trustwmlss of a fictional character matters with
respect to persuasive outcomes.

We further demonstrated that the disadvantagd@#& drustworthy character with
respect to persuasive outcomes disappears amadpgres with a strong experience to be
part of the story world (high narrative engagenmetsence). This finding is in line with
previous findings that recipients who are highgnsported into the story world tend to
accept persuasive information irrespective of ¢hasmight otherwise lead to persuasive
resistance (e.g., Dal Cin et al., 2004). We sugtheéton a more general information
processing level, experiencing narrative presemessociated with the activation of the
associative system rather than the propositiorsiegy in terms of two-system models of
information processing, such as the associativpqgsitional evaluation model (Gawronski
& Bodenhausen, 2006). Associative processes aradieaized by spreading activation,
independent of subjective truth or falsity. Thufiew recipients have entered the story
world, they unlikely process information that igtical of the story’s main message (see
also Appel & Richter, 2010, and Green & Donahu€®®@or a connection between
narrative persuasion and two-system models of imédion processing). This reasoning
further reflects Bruner’s (1986) distinction of twades of thinking. According to Bruner, the
paradigmatic mode is characterized by logic andragmts and involves truth as an important
standard. The alternative mode is called the maeratode which does not include truth values;
rather, it is based on the construction of relatigps and story worlds that adhere to standards

of verisimilitude.
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Recipients who experience strong narrative presareequally persuaded by both
trustworthiness versions (descriptive intentionres@are even a bit higher for the low
trustworthiness condition than for the high trustithimess condition at high narrative
presence scores). We interpret this finding asladé any critical evaluation of the story’s
main message under high narrative presence. Mareaveintrustworthy story-world
message source, like the manager who pays lipcgetwigreen driving and ecology, might
make the message itself appear even more attractive only among recipients who
experience strong narrative presence. This cambéalthe latter recipients’ tendency to
respond more strongly to the story’s main messagdédtzeir tendency to refrain from
thought processes that contradict the message.

With the present study, we addressed a topic shaiévant for applied persuasion
research and persuasion practice: climate chargjestated behavior. Climate change and
its potential impact on humankind’s future lifesisnajor global issue of our time. As
Ehrlich (2011)put it, “no challenge faced by humanity is more critical tganerating an
environmentally literate public. Otherwise the gr@sbusiness as usual’ course of human
affairs will lead inevitably to a collapse of cimtion (p. 6).”In addition to actions taken
by governments and the industry, small changesmswumer behavior can help reduce
emissions that are widely made responsible foratinthange. We could demonstrate that
a fictional story increases the behavioral intamgito engage in fuel-efficient driving as
compared to an issue-irrelevant control story, thiadl character trustworthiness is a factor
that can increase narrative influence. This adasitdknowledge on the practical use of

stories to change the thoughts and behavior ofatipients (often referred to as
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entertainment-education, particularly in case ofldler communication programs, cf.
Singhal, Cody, Rogers, & Sabido, 2004).
Limitations and Outlook

Despite the contributions of the present worklifstations need to be noted. First,
we found a main effect of character trustworthires$®€ehavioral intentions but we could
not demonstrate a main effect of character trustvimess on self-reported behavior. One
reason of this null-finding was a substantial doap-of participants from the first to the
second measurement occasion. Moreover, accorditing tineory of planned behavior (e.g.,
Ajzen, 2011) intentions are predictive of behavimrt not all variance in behavior can be
explained by intentions. In our case, the skilld esources needed to engage in fuel-
efficient driving (actual behavior control) mighéve weakened the influence of character
trustworthiness on the behavioral outcome.

Second, acting in an environmentally responsiblg iwgart of the self-concept of
many people in Austria and worldwide, and it ishtygsocially desirable. Thus, self-
reported behavioral intentions as well as self-reggbbehavior can be prone to ceiling
effects (everyone wants to save energy) and miglhidsed due to the social desirability
aspect. In order to preserve the validity of ondiings, we addressed one specific
behavioral aspect which is not very popular in Aast fuel-efficient driving. But even if
our results are not particularly contaminated bgrevariance associated with self-reports,
alternative methods appear to be feasible in fudtudies. Driving behavior could be
observed in a car simulator, and assessing thalagas consumption of participants in a

certain period of time might be an approach of fegternal and internal validity (in a
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similar vein, household energy consumption coulddsessed with the help of household
smart meters).

Third, our focus was on the treatment effect, ngprecifically the difference in
persuasive outcomes between a story in which teengdriving information is expressed
by a trustworthy character (the boss of an enviremiad organization) on the one hand and
a control story and a low trustworthy characterystim the other. We also considered the
moderatingeffect of being immersed into the story world (aéive presence). Our
trustworthiness manipulation did not change thedliegm of the main character, the job
applicant from which perspective the story was.tole did not expect narrative presence
to function as anediator —.e., we did not expect that the manipulation afdmarrative
presence, and there was indeed no effect foundhihle that a direct effect of character
trustworthiness on narrative presence and narratigagement generally might be more
likely when the trustworthiness manipulation refeershe central character (e.g., the first-
person narrator, cf., de Graaf, Hoeken, SandeBedntjes, 2012). For example, a
sequence in which the hero turns out to be dishaagslikely reduce narrative
engagement (e.g., because this contradicts thielisbted character model, cf., Busselle &
Bilandzic, 2008). Possibly, the untrustworthinesthe main character may as well
enhance narrative engagement (e.g., because tlustwdrthiness makes the character
more complex). These predictions point at promisutgre research on the interplay of
story characteristics and recipients’ experienndbe field of narrative persuasion. Future
research on the processes of narrative persuasentouraged that involves measures

obtained during exposure (instead of post-hoc nreagto examine basic cognitive and/or
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emotional activities such as epistemic monitoriRgliter, Schroeder, & Wohrmann,

2009).
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Footnotes

! Even the commercially most successful movie itonjs Avatar (Cameron, 2009), was
interpreted as delivering a climate change mes@age ,Avatar is every militant global
warming supporter’s dream®, www.newsbusters.com).

2 Consider a controversial discussion on global alérchange — no one would seriously and
explicitly refer to information from a fictional @ty (e.g.,Avatar, The day after tomorropto
support his or her argument.

% Additionally, participants were further instructemlist the thoughts and feelings they had when
reading the story. As the comments were typicaly &nd very brief, we were unable to
analyze the listed thoughts and feelings produlgtive

* Originally, the questionnaire included eleven diees on green driving, including both
behavioral intentions and attitudes. A principainpmnent analysis (eigenvalues of the first
five factors were 3.39, 1.80, 1.21, 0.94, 0.83)dgd only one factor with items that loaded
substantially and comprised a reliable scale. Re$ui this factor are reported.

> On exploratory grounds, we analyzed the resultghie other subscales of the narrative
engagement scale. All scales were independenedfualtworthiness manipulation and only
the dimension of focal interest — the presenceeseakvealed significant three-way-
interactions (see results section).

® A principal component analysis (eigenvalues offitst five factors were 5.08, 1.10, 0.99, 0.73,
0.53) yielded a one factor solution. All items leddsubstantially on this factor and all items
were combined to make up the scale.

" Please note that an ANOVA with categorical andicoous predictors and related interactions

is equivalent to a regression analysis with categband continuous predictors and related
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interactions (effect-coding). Some would call an@¥A with a continuous predictor an
ANCOVA, however, a standard ANCOVA does not invointeractions of the continuous
variable with the categorical variables, so ANOWJ#peaars to be more appropriate. The
simple slopes were analyzed with the help of tHewsoeinteraction! (Soper, 2012).

® The simple slope analyses yielded one other $ogmif effect: For participants without an own
car who were in the control condition, a signifitgmositive relationship between

transportation-presence and behavior was obtaied).87,SEk; = 0.28,p < .01.
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Table 1.

Summary of two multifactorial ANOVAs with higheder interactions. Behavioral intentions and behaws criteria

Behavioral Intentions Behavior
df F p ne df F p Mo’
Story 2 0.35 .70 .01 2 1.59 21 .06
Car Owner 1 1.93 A7 .02 1 0.87 .35 .02
Narrative Presence 1 6.35 .01 .07 1 14.4 <.001 22
Story*Car Owner 2 2.27 A1 .05 2 0.16 .85 .01
Story*Narrative Presence 2 0.42 .66 .01 2 2.52 .09 .09
Car Owner*Narrative Presence 1 0.14 72 .00 1 .03 .86 .00
Story*Car Owner*Narrative Presence 2 4.64 .01 .10 2 3.39 .04 A2

Error 84 50
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Figure 1.Behavioral Intentions Regressed on Story, Car @sir, and Narrative Presence
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Figure 2.Self-reported Behavior Regressed on Story, Caredstip, and Narrative
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Summary and excerpts from the two story condititraslated from the German original)

Storyline with untrustworthy char acter

Storylinewith trustworthy char acter

Protagonist Philip, freshly graduated from univigrssits in his car, on the way to a job intervieith Anton Muringer(the characte for which

trustworthiness was manipulated), director of thh@renmental organization “Green Cloud”. After aimig, he notices a huge sport utility vehic

parking in front of the organization’s entranceiliBhihinks of a newspaper article that he has mdgeead, referring to SUVs as air polluters wi

massive C@emissions.

Philip observes Muringer getting out of the Sl

Philip observes a stranger getting out of the ¢

Philip has googled Anton Muringer in advance, a mmamis mid-fifties who has been known to Philip from radio and interviews

He reminds conte-related arguments between Muringer ¢
environmental experts from academia, who blamedmder for his

imprecise handling of study results while shakhmgjrtheads.

He reminds that Anton Muringer worked now also go#tical
consultant and external lecturer at various univies, a fact that

increases Philip’s wish to become part of the team.

Inside the building, Philip is asked to enter Mgeris office roon The job interview goes well. Suddenly, Muringersaghilip how he ha

traveled here today. Philip honestly answers teatds come by car.

Muringer reacts as follows
“Don’'t worry, next time you simply claim that ybave traveled here
by a horse-drawn carriage. But | want to tell yaurgething: “Green
Cloud's” official position says that passenger ¢gaffic is one of the

main causes for CQemissions in industrial countries. And those, i

Muringer reacts as follows
“Don’'t worry; | am glad that you are honest. Aftell, you could have
claimed that you would have traveled here by adaiawn carriage.
But | want to tell you something: passenger cafficas one of the mait

n causes for C@emissions in industrial countries. And thoseuimf are

N




4C

turn, are slowly eating up the earth’s atmosphe

slowly eating up the earth’s atmosphel

In both storylines, Muringer then explains the amgats and strategies of f-efficient driving the same we

“(...) after all, fuel-efficient driving doesn’t oplsave carbon dioxide but also a quarter of theemarsed for petrol. Trick number one is to tu
off the engine when you know that you will stanitl kinger than 10 seconds. And to refrain from gaes when you take off again. Trick numb

two is to shift to a higher gear as quickly as paes(...) Trick number three is almost always umdezd: an air condition consumes another
liters of petrol per 100 kilometers of driving @diste. Did you know that? (...) And | have got one ertoick — it is called ‘driving with foresight’

If you can see the red traffic lights or the closaitlvay crossing, you should not approach it Vith speed but let the car roll without stepping

the gas. Through all these measures, drivers canugato 40% of fuel.”

mn

er

The conversation then focuses on other topicsrééfluringer has to leave for his next meeting. Biadkis car, Philip taes a deep breath and

eyes again remain on the huge SUV.

Philip is disappointed about Muringer’s low credibilit

His interest in the job decreases.

Philip is excited about Muringer's engageme

He is pleased to get the job.




