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Abstract: It has been theorised that one of the main explanatory factors for the 
enjoyment of narrative formats such as cinema is identification with the 
characters. However, there is little research on it. In this way, we present a 
quantitative study on the relationships between identification with the 
characters, empathy, the affective state and the processes of reception and 
impact of the cinematographic drama. We studied the affective impact of a 
dramatic film (Cuerdas) in a sample of 50 university students (25 men and 
25 women). One of the most relevant aspects of this research is having 
contrasted the importance of empathy and identification with the characters 
when it comes to predicting enjoyment and the affective impact caused by 
viewing a short film. Another of the main contributions of this study is related 
to the measurement of enjoyment. We have considered enjoyment as a 
multidimensional construct, an aspect that other investigations have not 
considered. 
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1 Introduction 

The feel of a movie is a complex phenomenon. Tan (1995) affirms that a film is a 
machine of emotions. The narrative controls the development of any emotion over time. 
It is the filmmakers who not only direct the film but also the emotions of the public 
(Taberham, 2018). When watching a movie, as when reading a book, an absorption 
process can be provoked that has been explained by concepts such as narrative transport 
(Green and Brock, 2000) or identification with the characters (Cohen, 2001). There is a 
whole line of research that has shown that listening to music, reading certain narratives, 
watching scenes or complete films, induce mood changes (Tan, 1996). There is a positive 
relationship of the appreciation of cinema, and other media such as theatre, in mental 
health (Sun and Luo, 2020). Dramatic movies are experienced as psychologically 
beneficial (Bartsch and Oliver, 2016). The cinema is a stimulus that offers the possibility 
of exploring the experience of affective comprehension through the process of 
identification with the characters of the cinematographic story. The immediate 
connection between the language of images and the world of affections, turns the cinema 
into a powerful tool that allows the viewer to accept the characters emotionally. Cinema 
offers us the way to exercise empathy. Film narratives, as well as written narratives, can 
facilitate understanding of the mental states and emotions of others (theory of mind) 
(Black and Barnes, 2015). Empathy, that capacity for affective understanding that we put 
into play in everyday social situations, can occur in situations posed in a film. The 
academic study of media entertainment, such as cinema, has been identified as one of the 
most important challenges for communication theory and research. In research conducted 
in the 1980s and 1990s, particularly by Zillmann and his colleagues in the USA (for 
example, Zillmann and Vorderer, 2000) and by Bosshart and Macconi (1998) in Europe, 
entertainment it has been generally defined by them as an affective response to 
entertainment products be it movies, television shows, music or books. This research 
work is framed within the psychology of entertainment that explores the psychological 
variables that can influence the enjoyment and the processes of reception and impact of a 
fictional product, such as cinema. 

2 Empathy and identification with the characters 

The origin of the term empathy derives from the Greek empátheia (to get excited). 
Currently, empathy is understood as the process by which we capture and understand the 
emotional states of other people. Howard Gardner calls it interpersonal intelligence 
referring to the ability of one person to understand the emotional universe of another. We 
can understand the affective world of the other because we have been able to connect 
with the feelings of others. Empathy as a capacity for affective understanding that we put 
into play in everyday social situations can occur in situations posed in a film. Cinema is a 
stimulus that offers the possibility of exploring the experience of affective understanding 
through the process of identification with the characters. Empathy is defined as an other 
oriented to the emotional response congruent with the perceived well-being of another 
person; if the other is in need, empathic emotions include feelings of sympathy, 
compassion, tenderness, and the like. Empathy is not a unitary phenomenon but 
encompasses different subcomponents. 
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People commonly use expressions such as ‘the movie has moved me’ or ‘I have fun 
watching this movie’ to refer to their experience as viewers of content designed for 
entertainment such as a movie. Obviously, other more negative reactions are possible: the 
most dramatic feature films or with tragic content come to cause a certain emotional 
discomfort in the viewers. In both examples, the viewer’s experience is linked to the 
emotional experience. The research results indicate that affective induction, identification 
with the characters, personal resonance and the viewer’s cultural closeness to the 
characters and situations play a main role in explaining the enjoyment caused by fiction. 

Characters are a central component of any fiction work and constitute an element to 
explain its affective impact on viewers. Identification with the characters has been 
indicated as a central process to explain the impact of works of fiction, be it a written 
narrative or a film production (Cohen, 2001, 2006; Igartua and Muñiz, 2005). It does not 
seem that there is an agreement regarding the definition of the concept of identification 
with the characters, despite the studies that have been carried out on this subject. Cohen 
(2001) carried out one of the most comprehensive reviews of the concept of identification 
with characters. For this author, identification with the characters is the process through 
which people experience and interpret a narrative from within, as if the events that appear 
in the story were happening to themselves. In addition, Cohen points out that this process 
comprises different dimensions: 

a emotional empathy, the ability to feel what the characters are saying and to become 
emotionally involved in a vicarious way 

b cognitive empathy, adopting the point of view or putting oneself in the shoes of the 
characters, which implies understanding their motivations and behaviours 

c absorption in the story, referring to the experience of ‘becoming the character’, the 
viewer lives or imagines the story as if it were one of the characters 

d personal attraction to the characters, linked to the positive assessment of the 
characters, the perception of similarity with them and the desire to be like one of 
them (Cohen, 2001). 

Considering this multidimensionality, most of the authors share that empathy is one of 
the basic dimensions of identification (Cohen, 2001, 2006; Igartua and Páez, 1998; 
Oatley, 2002). It is necessary to differentiate between empathy as general trait or 
tendency to respond to everyday social situations in which other people with whom one 
interacts are involved, and empathy as a state or process linked to the reception of fiction 
(implies putting oneself in the place of the characters and feeling themselves affective 
states) and that constitutes a central dimension of identification with the characters 
(Chory-Assad and Cicchirillo, 2005). 

The main objective of this research is to study the relationships between factors or 
variables related to media entertainment, specifically cinema, such as empathy, affective 
state, identification with the characters, enjoyment, and reception and impact processes of 
the film drama. Therefore, the following hypotheses are postulated: 

Hypothesis 1 Empathy is related to identification with the characters. 

Hypothesis 2 The level of empathy is related to the level of enjoyment. The higher the 
level of empathy, the greater the enjoyment. 
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Hypothesis 3 Identification with the characters is related to enjoyment. The higher the 
level of identification with the characters, the greater the enjoyment. 

Hypothesis 4 Empathy and identification with the characters are predictive factors of 
enjoyment and affective impact. 

3 Participants 

The sample is made up of a group of 50 adult college students, 25 men and 25 women 
with ages ranging from 20 to 42 years. The mean total age of the sample was 23.66  
(SD = 5.37), the mean age of men being 24.52 (SD = 6.01) and the mean age for women 
was 22.80 (SD = 4,61). The participants are students from the Miguel Hernández 
University of Elche (UMH). 

4 Procedure 

The study was approved once permission was obtained from the academic authorities of 
the university. The screening of the short film and the application of the self-report 
instruments were carried out collectively in a university classroom. Before the screening 
of the film, the participants completed a basic questionnaire of sociodemographic data, 
the interpersonal reactivity index (IRI), to measure the empathy trait, and the positive and 
negative affect schedule (PANAS), to evaluate their affective state. Next, the Spanish 
animated dramatic short film Strings (2013) was screened and the participants responded 
again to the PANAS scale to assess whether there has been a change in their mood after 
viewing the short film. Finally then the participants completed the scale of empathy and 
identification with the characters (EDI) and the film appreciation questionnaire in order 
to assess the degree of enjoyment experienced. 

5 Instruments 

5.1 Stimulus material and measures 
In this research, the Spanish animated dramatic short film Strings (2013) by Pedro Solís 
García has been used to induce the affective state. Strings currently holds the Guinness 
record for being the most awarded animated short film in history, with 241 awards 
internationally in 2016. The film tells a tender story of friendship between two very 
special children. The qualification is ‘for all audiences, with the addition of special 
interest for children’, being recommended by the Ministry of Culture of Spain for its 
educational vocation. The plot revolves around María, a happy girl at school whose daily 
routine will be altered by the arrival of a paralysed boy in her class. They will become 
inseparable friends until his sudden death. Maria will overcome her death and will 
become a teacher in the future, recalling her friendship with the child. It should be said 
that the work is inspired by real events from the lives of the director’s own children. The 
film seeks realism, surprising its ending, being tragic and unusual. The choice of this 
cinematographic work as an inducer of emotions is also based on its artistic and technical 
quality, the number of awards received, and the following theoretical aspects with 
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empirical evidence related to enjoyment in media entertainment. Among them: personal 
resonance (as the protagonists are children, it is easier and more common for most to 
recall experiences similar to the story), the realism of both the story and the characters 
(the more realistic typical situations and people in a fictional drama were more interesting 
and more pleasant) and also the short film reveals aspects related to moral judgment. Due 
to these characteristics, it is considered that this short film is conducive to the study of 
empathy and identification with the characters, two of the variables studied in this 
research work. 

5.2 Mood 

To measure the affective state we have used PANAS (Watson, Clark and Tellegen, 
1988). The Spanish adaptation of PANAS has been used (Sandín et al., 1999). The scale 
was completed in two moments: before watching the film (pre-test) and immediately after 
finishing the viewing of it (post-test). In both cases, the state of affective is evaluated by 
setting the time interval at these moments. The alpha coefficients of the positive affect 
and negative affect subscales were calculated from the items that specifically make up 
each subscale (10 items each). These were remarkably high, both for the group of men 
(alpha = 0.89) positive affect and 0.91 negative affect and for the group of women (alpha 
= 0.87) positive affect and 0.89 negative affect, which corroborates the high internal 
consistency that these dimensions of affect possess. 

5.3 Empathy 

To mesure empathy we use IRI by Davis (1980) (adapted in Spanish by Pérez-Albéniz  
et al., 2003). This scale is made up of 28 items that measure the four dimensions of 
empathy proposed by Davis: 

a fantasy (item example, ‘when I see a good movie I easily put myself in the place of 
the protagonist’) 

b perspective taking (example of an item, ‘when I get angry with someone I try to put 
myself in their place for a moment’) 

c empathic concern (example of an item, ‘when I see that someone is being taken 
advantage of, I experience feelings of protection towards that person’) 

d personal distress (example item, ‘I often feel quite affected by things that happen’).  

For each item, a six-point response format is used, so that before each statement, people 
must indicate a numerical value between 0 and 5, with 0 being ‘nothing characteristic of 
me’ and 5 ‘very characteristic of me’. It has been observed that the scale presents 
adequate stability or external consistency (mean correlations, according to the test-retest 
method, with a two-month interval between 0.61 and 0.81, and between 0.70 and 0.78 in 
a two-year interval). Likewise, the internal consistency of the scale evaluated by 
Cronbach’s alpha coefficient fluctuates between 0.70 and 0.78. 
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5.4 Identification with the characters 

Scale of empathy and identification with the characters (EDI) of Igartua and Páez (1998). 
This scale is made up of 17 items that refer to the dimensions of: cognitive empathy 
(example of an item: ‘I have tried to see things from the point of view of the 
protagonists’), emotional empathy (example of an item: ‘I myself have experienced 
emotional reactions’), attraction to the characters (item example: ‘I liked the way of being 
or acting of the protagonists’), and the feeling of becoming the character or melding (item 
example: ‘I have felt as if I were one of the protagonists’). The response format is a  
five-point intensity scale (from 1 = nothing to 5 = a lot) and offers a global indicator of 
identification with the protagonists (α = 0.91). 

5.5 Enjoyment 

To measure perceived enjoyment we use the Film appreciation questionnaire. 
This instrumentation has been carried out ad hoc based on the proposals of Bartsch 

and Oliver (2008). According to this author, enjoyment can be defined as a global 
hedonic judgment on the entertainment value that people make at the end of exposure to 
specific content, such as a fictional feature film (Oliver et al., 2000). 

Furthermore, Oliver (2008) has pointed out “the enjoyment reaction may not capture 
all the dimensions of the responses or reactions to media entertainment”. Considering 
appreciation, enjoyment, as a multidimensional construct, we used the following five 
items in this questionnaire: 

1 perception of enjoyment (‘to what extent did you like the movie?)’ 

2 fun (example item, ‘I’ve had a good time watching this movie’) 

3 lasting impression (‘I know I will never be able to forget this movie’) 

4 deep meaning (‘this movie really made me think’) 

5 suspense (‘no I could detach myself from my chair while watching the movie, the 
experience was very intense’). 

The items were evaluated with an eleven point scale (from 0 = I did not like it at all, to  
10 = I liked it very much). 

6 Data analysis 

An initial descriptive was conducted by analysis of the sociodemographic characteristics 
of the sample and of the variables empathy, identification with the characters and the 
mood was carried out. As a starting point, it is analysed whether the short film Strings 
had an affective impact on the participants. For this, the Wilcoxon signed rank test was 
used to observe the differences between the pre-test and post-test of positive and negative 
emotions (PANAS). Correlations (Spearman’s Rho) have been used to know the 
relationship between the study variables. To study the differences between men and 
women in relation to the variables of empathy, identification with the characters and 
enjoyment, the Mann-Whitney U test was used for independent samples. Finally, several 
models and regression analyses were carried out to know the effect of the variables of 
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empathy, identification with the characters and affective state as predictive factors of 
enjoyment and affective impact. 

7 Results 

The sociodemographic characteristics of the sample and the variables empathy and mood 
prior to viewing the short film Strings are shown in Table 1. 

The results show that the short film Strings produced a change in the mood of the 
participants. There are significant differences between the pre-viewing mood and the 
post-viewing mood of the short film. These significant differences between PANAS  
pre-test and PANAS post-test are observed: positive emotions decrease significantly  
(p = 0.003) and negative emotions increase (p = 0.014). 
Table 1 Descriptive of the sociodemographic characteristics, empathy and previous affective 

state 

  Gender 

  N = 50  
(sample)  Female  

(N = 25)  Male  
(N = 25) 

  Average SD  Average SD  Average SD 
PANAS  
(affective  
state) 

Age 23.66 5.378  22.80 4.619  24.52 6.015 
Positive emotions PRE 27.58 7.415  27.64 8.421  27.52 6.430 
Negative emotions PRE 17.36 5.329  15.76 4.085  18.96 5.996 

IRI  
(empathy) 

Perspective taking 26.12 4.801  26.52 5.339  25.72 4.267 
Fantasy 25.80 4.664  26.28 4.826  25.32 4.543 

Empathic concern 27.00 4.295  28.64 3.839  25.36 4.162 
Personal discomfort 18.26 4.095  18.60 3.240  17.92 4.847 

When analysing the data on the differences in mood (pre-test and post-test PANAS) in 
men and women, the results show significant differences in the group of women: positive 
mood decreased significantly (p = 0.005) and negative mood increases significantly (p = 
0.019). 

In relation to Hypothesis 1, empathy is related to identification with the characters, 
the relationship between the IRI subscales scores and the total EDI score has been 
analysed, both in the total sample and separately men and women. The results show 
positive correlations between the IRI subscales of empathic preoccupation (r = 0.512**) 
and Fantasy (r = 0.313*) with the EDI scale, but the correlation indices are different 
according to the differences by gender. Character identification (EDI) correlates with the 
IRI subscale of empathic concern in men (r = 0.399*) and in women (r = 0.531**) but 
only the fantasy subscale in women (r = 0.520**). 

In relation to Hypothesis 2, the level of empathy is related to the level of enjoyment, 
the higher the level of empathy the greater the enjoyment, the results show in the 
empathic concern subscale (IRI) is correlated with the enjoyment in the taste of the film 
(r = 0.510**), lasting impression (r = 0.445**), deep meaning (r = 0.361**) and suspense 
(r = 0.464**), except for the Fun item (r = 0.164) (Table 2). We appreciate significant 
differences regarding gender. We observe that in the sample of women the empathic 
concern subscale (IRI) correlates with the like for the film (r = 0.521**), the lasting 
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impression (r = 0.645**), the deep meaning (r = 0.496*) and suspense (r = 0.604**). In 
men, the only correlations are found with like for the movie (r = 0.438*) and suspense  
(r = 0.410*). 
Table 2 Correlations between the subscales of the IRI, EDI and the movie enjoyment 

questionnaire 

N = 50 (sample) 
Enjoyment film appreciation questionnaire 

Taste for  
the movie 

Fun for  
the movie 

Lasting  
impression 

Deep  
meaning Suspense 

Empathy  
(IRI) 

Perspective taking 0.130 0.161 0.065 –0.0043 0.181 
Fantasy 0.047 –0.089 0.107 0.060 0.083 

Empathic concern 0.510** 0.164 0.445** 0.361** 0.464** 
EDI Personal discomfort 0.108 –0.210 0.198 0.275 0.222 

Identification with  
the characters 

0.628** 0.274 0.710** 0.682** 0.687** 

Notes: *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01 

In relation to Hypothesis 3, identification with the characters is related to enjoyment. The 
higher the level of identification with the characters, the greater the enjoyment. The 
results indicate that the scale of empathy and identification with the characters (EDI) 
correlates with the questionnaire of appreciation of the film (enjoyment) in the taste for 
the film (r = 0.628**), the lasting impression (r = 0.710**), deep meaning (r = 0.682**) 
and suspense (r = 0.687**), except for the fun item (r = 0.274) for both men and women 
groups. 

Before conducting the multivariate regression analyses, a series of univariate 
regressions was conduced to check if variables exerted a differential impact on 
enjoyment. 
Table 3 Univariate regression analysis model 

Significant univariate models 
  B ϐ R2 SE F Sig. 

IRI  
(empathy)  
(subscales) 

Fantasy 0.101 0.277 0.076 4.529 3.974 0.52 
Empathic concern 0.161 0.478 0.228 3.812 14.208 0.000 

Liking for the movie 0.092 0.677 0.458 1.293 40.591 0.000 
Enjoyment Fun for the movie 0.034 0.272 0.074 1.550 3.846 0.056 

Long lasting impression 0.141 0.751 0.563 1.608 61.907 0.000 
Deep meaning 0.121 0.671 0.451 1.731 39.414 0.000 

Suspense 0.152 0.718 0.515 1.904 50.959 0.000 

To contrast Hypothesis 4, empathy and identification with the characters will be 
predictive factors of enjoyment and affective impact, several models of regression 
analysis were carried out with which we were able to analyse the relationship between the 
indicators of empathy and identification with the characters with the criterion variables of 
the study (enjoyment, induction of negative affect and induction of positive affect). 
Different regression analyses have been carried out. We present the simple regression 
analysis models, which are the only models that have been significant mainly due to 
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having a small sample (N = 50). Table 3 show the results of the significant regression 
analysis models of the IRI (empathy) of the fantasy and empathic preoccupation 
subscales and the sections of the enjoy questionnaire. 

The identification variable with the characters (EDI) explains 22.8% of the variability 
of empathic concern, R2 = 0.228, F(14.218), p < 0.001. For the explanation of the Enjoy 
variable, it is worth highlighting the taste for the film (R2 = 0.458), the lasting impression 
(R2 = 0.563), the deep meaning (R2 = 0.451) and the suspense (R2 = 0.515). 
Table 4 Regression analysis model 

Models  B ϐ R2 SE F Sig. 
Film like = EDI +  
IRI (fantasy  
and empathic  
concern subscales) 

EDI 0.087 0.643    0.000 
Fantasy (IRI) –0.091 –0.245 0.529 1.230 17.255 0.028 
Empathic  
concern (IRI) 

0.086 0.213    0.077 

Movie fun = EDI 0.034 0.272 0.074 1.550 3.846 0.056 
Long lasting impression = EDI 0.141 0.751 0.563 1.608 61.907 0.000 
Deep meaning = EDI 0.121 0.671 0.451 1.731 39.414 0.000 
Suspense = EDI 0.152 0.718 0.515 1.904 50.959 0.000 

Note: Enjoy = EDI (identification with the characters) + IRI (empathy) 

In Table 4 we present the regression analysis models of enjoyment = EDI (empathy and 
identification with the characters) + IRI (empathy). We can highlight the model of Like 
for the film (enjoyment) = EDI + IRI (fantasy) + IRI (empathic concern), R2 = 0.529,  
F (17.255), p < 0.001. In the Like for the film (R2 = 0.529), 52.9% of the variability of 
the dependent variable is explained by the model. The independent variable is taste, 
which indicates that 52.9% of its variability is explained through the variable EDI and the 
Fantasy and Empathic Concern of the IRI. The variables of Durable Impression (R2 = 
0.563), Deep Meaning (R2 = 0.451) and Suspense (R2 = 0.515). 
Table 5 Regression analysis model 

Models  B ϐ R2 SE F Sig. 
Like for the film = EDI 0.092 0.677 0.458 1.293 40.591 0.000 
Fun for the movie = PANAS (positive 
emotions post) 

0.088 0.356 0.126 1.505 6.950 0.011 

Deep meaning =  
EDI + PANAS  
(positive emotions  
post) 

EDI 0.147 0.813 0.504 0.483 23.876 0.000 
Positive emotions  
post 

–0.098 –0.270    0.030 

Note: Enjoy = EDI + PANAS 

In Table 5 we present the regression analysis models of Enjoyment = EDI (empathy and 
identification with the characters) + PANAS (affective state). We can observe from the 
models carried out that only the post-test positive emotions are significant in the PANAS. 
The most relevant model of those carried out is the one formed by the variables deep 
meaning (enjoyment) = EDI + PANAS (post positive emotions), R2 = 0,504, F (23,876),  
p < 0.001. 
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On the other hand, the results indicate that there are differences between men and 
women in the IRI’s empathic concern subscale (p = 0.007). Women were more concerned 
than men. We can say that women are more empathetic than men. 

Finally, the results obtained when analysing the gender differences in relation to the 
enjoyment of the film, indicate that women enjoyed viewing more than men, but the 
significant difference is presented in the item that addresses the deep meaning (p = 0.019) 
of the enjoyment questionnaire. It is appreciated that a higher level of empathy, 
specifically empathic concern, is key to enjoying a movie. Women have enjoyed the short 
film more. 

8 Discussion 

The basic objective of this research is to study the relationships between the factors or 
variables related to media entertainment, specifically cinema, such as empathy, affective 
state, identification with the characters, enjoyment and the processes of reception and 
impact of the film drama in a sample of adults (university). The relationship of empathy, 
positive and negative affect, identification with the characters, with the appreciation 
(enjoyment) caused by a dramatic film (short film Strings) was examined. First, the 
results of the study show that the viewing of the drama film Strings elicited significant 
changes in the mood of the participants. These changes go in the following direction: a 
decrease in positive mood and an increase in negative mood. In addition, variations in 
mood are associated with greater enjoyment. Taking into account the possibility that 
cinema offers us to experience emotions, it is currently one of the most used techniques 
to induce emotions in the laboratory to elicit differentiated basic emotional responses 
(Gross and Levenson, 1995; Fernández, 2013). In the review by Rottenberg et al. (2007) 
the advantages of using movie sequences are discussed. In the data on the relationship 
between the empathy variable and the identification variable with the characters, a 
positive correlation between the two is observed. These same data are consistent with 
other studies (Igartua, 2007). It was the people with a greater empathic capacity, women, 
who, in turn, identified more with the characters. They presented greater empathic 
concern and fantasy on the IRI subscale. The results are convergent with those obtained 
by Chory-Assad and Cicchirillo (2005). They are also congruent with those proposed by 
Cohen (2001), who has pointed out that identification with the characters is an 
imaginative process whose basis is empathy. Empathy (empathic concern) and 
identification with the characters were the main explanatory variables of the enjoyment 
experienced by viewing Strings. Regarding the gender differences in the empathy 
variable, they agree with those of other investigations. There were significantly higher 
scores in women (Mestre et al., 2004). The results of the present study agree with those 
obtained in various investigations in which it has been observed that women obtain 
higher scores than men in this construct (Garaigordobil and García, 2006). Individuals 
with high levels of empathy experienced more empathic concern and enjoyed a dramatic 
movie more than those with low levels of empathy. In addition, women experienced 
greater empathic concern, distress, than men (Wied, 1994). It should be said that our 
research is also consistent with the following evidence: there appear to be gender 
differences in film tastes, women enjoy sad films more than men, while men enjoy 
adventure films more (Oliver, 2003, 2008). In general, we can say that gender is a 
prominent aspect to take into account. The content of the film or audiovisual work should 



   

 

   

   
 

   

   

 

   

   330 M.H. Herrero and M.P.J. Sánchez    
 

    
 
 

   

   
 

   

   

 

   

       
 

be previously considered in the studies to induce emotions in men or women. From the 
results obtained, we observe that the empathic discomfort experienced during the viewing 
of the film is associated with a better evaluation or perception of enjoyment. These 
results are consistent with previous research and with the so-called drama paradox 
(Oliver et al., 2000). The paradox of drama is the ability of the human being to feel with 
and for the characters of fictional works, to get involved affectively and cognitively in a 
very intense way, knowing that it is a fiction starring actors and actresses who are not 
going to suffer any harm (Cohen, 2006). When confronted with dramatic stories, people 
find the ‘pleasure of suffering’ gratifying, that is, they positively evaluate the aesthetic 
experience caused by dramatic materials (which induce negative emotions for most of the 
exposure time). 

In addition, the enjoyment of sad, dramatic movies is associated with higher levels of 
empathy and being a woman. Wied (1994) for example found that the degree of empathic 
concern during the knot of a dramatic film (Steel Magnolias, 1989) was positively related 
to feelings of pleasure after the film ended. Individuals with the highest empathy showed 
more concern and enjoyment than those with low empathy. In other research, women 
reported experiencing more negative effects and lower levels of happiness in a sad movie 
than men, as well as more crying (Oliver et al., 2000). In general, we can say that one of 
the most relevant aspects in this research, with respect to previous studies in this field, is 
to have contrasted the importance of empathy and identification with the characters when 
predicting enjoyment and enjoyment affective impact caused by viewing a dramatic short 
film. Another of the main contributions of this study is related to the measurement of 
enjoyment. We have considered enjoyment as a multidimensional construct (Oliver, 
2008) proposing five dimensions of movie appreciation: taste, fun, lasting impression, 
deep meaning and suspense, based on other studies carried out (Oliver, 2008; Bartsch and 
Oliver, 2008). We consider that this approach is a relevant aspect that other investigations 
have not taken into consideration (Igartua et al., 2009). In them, enjoyment has generally 
been used as a single item. The use of enjoyment as a single item supposes a limitation of 
other research (Igartua, 2007; Igartua et al., 2009). Despite this, Igartua’s studies are a 
reference in Spanish on this subject and their results are also consistent with those of our 
research. 

9 Research transparency statement 

The authors are willing to share their data, analytics methods, and study materials with 
other researchers. The material is available upon request. 
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