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ABSTRACT
The current study considers how an entertainment narrative about childhood vaccination influences related attitudes. We consider 
the role of counterarguing in narrative persuasion by integrating extant research and theory to test cognitive mechanisms of 
narrative persuasion, namely self-referencing and positive issue-related thoughts. Results of this experiment show that exposure to 
a television narrative depicting the importance of the measles, mumps, and rubella (MMR) vaccine led to more favorable attitudes 
toward childhood vaccination as compared to a control group. As expected by narrative persuasion theorizing, transportation into 
the narrative predicted vaccine attitudes. In contrast to typical theorizing and some empirical results, counterarguing did not 
mediate that relationship, however, self-referencing and positive issue-related thinking did. Theoretical contributions and 
suggestions for future research expanding our understanding of issue-related thoughts are discussed.

A growing body of literature has begun to consider the role of 
vaccine hesitancy in the resurgence of vaccine preventable 
diseases, like measles (Kennedy, 2020). Indeed, recent years 
have seen an increase in the number of parents who have 
chosen not to follow the recommended childhood vaccination 
schedule for non-medical reasons, with just 68% of children 
under age three receiving all the CDC recommended vaccina-
tions on time (Hargreaves et al., 2020). As a result, the US has 
seen an escalation in measles outbreaks (Olive, Hotez, 
Damania, & Nolan, 2018). In 2019 the CDC reported 1,282 
cases of measles across 31 states—the highest number of cases 
in the US since 1992, with most of these infections occurring 
among people who had not received the measles vaccine (CDC,  
2022). As a result, health communication literature has taken up 
the question of how best to address this issue (Horne et al.,  
2015).

The present study advances this effort by considering an 
entertainment narrative that depicts the negative consequences 
of not vaccinating a child against measles. We focus not on 
persuading those with strong attitudes against vaccination; 
indeed, this is a tall order and one that would likely require 
much more than one narrative-based exposure. Rather, we con-
sider the effect of an entertainment narrative among those who 
do not currently hold extremely negative attitudes toward vac-
cination. Among this population—those less likely to be resistant 
—we ask how an entertainment narrative might be well-poised to 
influence attitudes. Addressing a general population, including 
those who are not currently making vaccination decisions for 
a child, is important as it can contribute to an overall climate of 
greater acceptance of vaccination as a safe and responsible beha-
vior. Indeed, research on vaccine advocacy behaviors notes that 
members of the lay public play a significant role in vaccination 
rates via social influence and policy support (Luong & Moyer- 
Gusé, 2021).

Meta-analyses have shown that narratives can shape beliefs 
and attitudes about a whole host of topics (Braddock & Dillard,  
2016), particularly when viewers become swept up into the 
story world (Van Laer, de Ruyter, Visconti, & Wetzels, 2014). 
Much of the extant theorizing and research on narratives con-
siders their ability to reduce common forms of resistance to 
persuasion—often in the form of reducing counterarguing 
(Moyer-Gusé, 2008; Slater & Rouner, 2002). Counterarguing 
refers to an argument against or resistance to the presented 
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message (Ivanov, Pfau, & Parker, 2009; Kreuter et al., 2010; 
McQueen, Kreuter, Kalesan, & Alcaraz, 2011). However, nar-
ratives may also influence audience members who are less 
prone to counterarguing. This likely occurs through other 
mechanisms such as prompting them to reflect on how the 
story connects to their own life and to generate positive issue- 
related thoughts they might not otherwise have considered. 
Here positive issue-related thoughts refer to those about the 
overall importance and significance of the underlying issue 
being depicted in the narrative (i.e., vaccination). Thus, in this 
study we aim to examine the potential for an entertainment 
narrative to influence attitudes toward childhood vaccination. 
Second, we consider two additional forms of issue-related 
thoughts that are relevant to a narrative context and offer 
these as mechanisms through which a narrative can exert per-
suasive effects—self-referencing and positive issue-related 
thoughts. Together, these two aims help expand our understand-
ing of narrative persuasion in this context beyond merely con-
sidering the role of reducing message resistance.

Effects of Narratives on Vaccine Attitudes and 
Intentions

A narrative can be defined as a “ . . . cohesive and coherent 
story with an identifiable beginning, middle, and end that pro-
vides information about scene, characters, and conflict; raises 
unanswered questions or unresolved conflict; and provides 
resolution” (Hinyard & Kreuter, 2007, p. 778). Prior research 
suggests that a narrative message can influence vaccine-related 
attitudes and intentions. For example, Betsch and colleagues 
(2011) showed that narrative testimonials increased disease risk 
perceptions and vaccine intentions. In a study of older adults, 
Pratia, Pietrantoni, and Zani (2012) found that a narrative about 
the flu vaccine led to greater risk perceptions and vaccine 
efficacy perceptions (Pratia et al., 2012). Like these two exam-
ples, research in this area has largely looked at messages 
created specifically for an experiment (i.e., written testimonials 
or short stories). A growing body of research shows that these 
contrived narratives can indeed lead to narrative-consistent out-
comes in the context of vaccine hesitancy, but little systematic 
research has examined whether a true entertainment narrative 
program would operate in the same way in the context of 
vaccination attitudes. This is important to understand given 
key differences in the overall purpose of a purely entertainment 
television program (designed primarily for entertainment, not 
persuasion) versus a typical testimonial or entertainment- 
education campaign (designed with the purpose of informing 
and/or influencing an audience). These different purposes may 
alter the quality and accuracy of the information therein as well 
as how they are processed by audience members, particularly 
with respect to narrative engagement (Slater, 1997; Slater & 
Rouner, 2002). Building on this work, the present study will 
consider exposure to a television medical drama.

Research has investigated the role of engagement with entertain-
ment narratives as a mechanism of narrative persuasion. We use the 
term engagement here as a catch-all for a handful of related con-
structs essentially referring to the unique way in which viewers 
become engrossed in a story world (e.g., narrative engagement, 

absorption, immersion, transportation). Research has been consis-
tent in demonstrating that this process of being swept up into 
a narrative—where one temporarily focuses a greater degree of 
attention on the unfolding story events and less attention on their 
present reality—is a key component of narrative influence. A recent 
meta-analysis revealed that indeed, relative to non-narrative mes-
sages, narratives are more likely to reduce resistance to persuasion 
and this resistance is predicted by level of “engagement” with the 
narrative (Ratcliff & Sun, 2020). One common form of engagement 
studied in theories of narrative persuasion is transportation— “a 
convergent process, where all mental systems and capacities become 
focused on events occurring in the narrative” (Green & Brock, 2000, 
p. 701). The transportation imagery model (TIM; Green & Brock,  
2000), extended elaboration likelihood model (E-ELM; Slater & 
Rouner, 2002) and entertainment overcoming resistance model 
(EORM; Moyer-Gusé, 2008) all posit that the extent to which 
a viewer becomes transported is important for persuasion. Across 
all these models, transportation into a narrative is expected to reduce 
counterarguing because viewers of entertainment content are moti-
vated to maintain the enjoyable and immersive process of transpor-
tation rather than disrupt the viewing experience to generate 
counterarguments.

As noted above, several theories of narrative persuasion posit the 
suppression of counterarguing as a key mechanism accounting for 
effects (Green & Brock, 2000; Moyer-Gusé, 2008; Slater & Rouner,  
2002) and a good deal of research has supported this notion 
(Banerjee & Greene, 2012, 2013; Green & Brock, 2000; Ma,  
2019). However, some studies have found exceptions to this (De 
Graaf & van Leeuwen, 2017; Igartua & Casanova, 2016; Moyer- 
Gusé & Nabi, 2010; Quintero Johnson & Sangalang, 2017; Van 
Leeuwen, Van Den Putte, Renes, & Leeuwis, 2017). For example, 
counterarguing with a binge drinking storyline in an entertainment- 
education television program did not mediate the effect of narrative 
engagement on alcohol-related beliefs and attitudes (Van Leeuwen 
et al., 2017). In another study, transportation into a TV drama about 
the difficulties of teen pregnancy was associated with more counter-
arguing rather than less (Moyer-Gusé & Nabi, 2010).

Taken together, the extant body of literature shows that 
narratives can shape attitudes toward vaccination. Moreover, 
research shows that transportation into a narrative predicts 
story-consistent attitudes and beliefs (e.g., Escalas, 2004; 
Green, 2004; Green & Brock, 2000; Slater, Rouner, & Long,  
2006; Wang & Calder, 2006). The role of counterarguing as 
a mediator in this process is less clear, perhaps given that in 
some cases audience members are not particularly resistant and 
thus not predisposed to generate counterarguments in the first 
place. Thus, based on the theorizing and empirical work 
reviewed above, we expect: 

Hypothesis 1: Participants exposed to a television narrative 
depicting the importance of the childhood MMR vaccine will 
report more favorable attitudes toward childhood vaccination 
than will participants exposed to a control narrative.

The mediating role of counterarguing as the key mechanism 
in the narrative persuasion process, while often supported, has 
sometimes been elusive. Because of the conflicting evidence 
regarding the link between transportation and counterarguing in 
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a narrative context, and because we are considering 
a population among which we do not expect strong negative 
attitudes toward vaccination—and thus would not expect to 
generate a great deal of counterarguing in the first place, we 
query this indirect relationship with a research question. 

RQ1: Will counterarguing mediate the relationship between 
transportation into an entertainment narrative depicting the 
importance of the MMR vaccine and related attitudes? 

One reasonable expectation regarding counterarguing is that it 
will only mediate the effect of transportation on story consistent 
attitudes among viewers who we might expect to counterargue 
in the first place. Specifically, it is when prior attitudes toward 
a topic are more negative that counterarguing is most likely to 
occur and therefore, it is among those for whom the underlying 
content about vaccination is counterattitudinal where we would 
expect to see that transportation would be most likely to reduce 
counterarguing (Slater & Rouner, 2002). This is based on the 
logic of the extended elaboration likelihood model that, when 
the program does not contain anything with which the viewer is 
likely to counterargue, transportation may not reduce counter-
arguing because there are few counterarguments to suppress. 
Indeed, narrative persuasion theories acknowledge that narra-
tives likely work by reducing motivation and ability to counter-
argue and therefore should be most effective for those who are 
especially skeptical in the first place (e.g., Moyer-Gusé, 2008). 
Thus, we ask the following research question. 

RQ2: Will counterarguing differentially mediate the rela-
tionship between transportation into an entertainment narra-
tive depicting the importance of the MMR vaccine and 
related attitudes among individuals who hold more negative 
attitudes toward the MMR vaccine and those who hold more 
favorable attitudes? 

Beyond Counterarguing: Other Issue-Related 
Thoughts

There is a clear need to expand our understanding of the ways 
in which viewers elaborate upon the content they are exposed to 
when transported into a narrative. In order to more fully under-
stand why transportation enhances narrative persuasion, we 
should consider not only how viewers generate thoughts against 
the message (i.e., counterarguing) but also forms of issue- 
related thoughts that support or expand upon the key narrative 
themes in a positive way (Hoeken & Fikkers, 2014; 
Niederdeppe, Kim, Lundell, Fazili, & Frazier, 2012). To this 
end, the present study considers additional issue-related 
thoughts that may be important to understanding how an 
MMR narrative will lead to story consistent attitudes. We 
propose a test of two such mechanisms—self-referencing and 
positive issue-related thoughts.

Self-referencing refers to the process of relating message 
components to the self, where individuals connect incoming 
information to their own complex structure of memories 
(Burnkrant & Unnava, 1989, 1995). Several studies investigat-
ing self-referencing have shown that it can facilitate narrative 
persuasion in the context of health beliefs and intentions as well 
as risk perceptions (Chen, Bell, & Taylor, 2016, 2017; Dunlop, 

Wakefield, & Kashima, 2010). Research on advertisements has 
found that self-referencing is associated with more positive 
attitudes and positive cognitive responses to a message 
(Burnkrant & Unnava, 1989; Debevec & Iyer, 1988; Sujan, 
Bettman, & Baumgartner, 1993). In a traditional analytical 
context, self-referencing is thought to persuade through 
increased elaboration. However, in a narrative context, self- 
referencing is instead associated with greater transportation 
and with more positive feelings and fewer negative feelings as 
one becomes engaged with their own mental simulation of 
a related memory (Escalas, 2007).

Understanding the role of self-referencing in narrative per-
suasion involves something of a paradox in that the absorption 
associated with transportation necessitates a steep reduction of 
self-awareness. Viewers who are highly transported, tempora-
rily experience less access to their own thoughts, identity, and 
surroundings as “all mental systems and capacities become 
focused on events occurring in the narrative” (Green & Brock,  
2000, p. 701). On the surface then, self-referencing may seem 
to be at odds with this process given its focus on thinking about 
the self. However, viewers likely oscillate between periods of 
higher and lower transportation while viewing, allowing for 
alternating intervals of absorption into the narrative followed 
by reflection and absorption into one’s related memory (Bezdek 
& Gerrig, 2017; Moyer-Gusé, 2015). This would explain why 
transportation has been associated with an increase in self- 
referencing. Relatedly, in their work on deictic shift theory, 
Hamby, Brinberg, and Jaccard (2017) argue that the extant 
models of narrative persuasion fail to fully consider what hap-
pens after transportation (Hamby et al., 2017). Namely, deictic 
shift theory posits that narrative effects are partially due to the 
experience of reflection that follows absorption, wherein view-
ers create meaning from the narrative by linking it to their own 
life and the real world. Here reflection is defined as, “a process 
by which the story receiver interprets and links the story mes-
sage to their own world” (Hamby et al., 2017, p. 6). This is akin 
to the process of self-referencing described above.

Another important piece of this reflection, according to 
deictic shift theory, is the way in which self-reflection can 
cause the viewer to reinterpret or reframe past events or beliefs 
so that they are consistent with the overall theme of the story 
(Hamby et al., 2017; Larsen & Seilman, 1988). This suggests 
that self-referencing may lead to more positive thoughts about 
the underlying themes or issues contained within a narrative. 
Thus, generating positive thoughts related to these underlying 
issues depicted in the narrative is another way in which trans-
portation may indirectly influence attitudes (Slater et al., 2006). 
These positive issue-related thoughts are notably different from 
elaboration in a traditional persuasion context. In their descrip-
tion of the extended elaboration likelihood model, Slater and 
Rouner (2002) explain that narratives foster a qualitatively dif-
ferent form of elaboration than do traditional persuasive mes-
sages. They note that, “involvement with the topic of 
a persuasive message and engagement with a narrative are 
qualitatively different, in ways that should profoundly influence 
the elaboration that takes place in response to persuasive con-
tent in such messages” (Slater & Rouner, 2002, pp. 178–179). 
That is to say that viewers may engage very deeply with the 
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real-world themes depicted in a narrative, but they do so in 
a way that is focused not on the logical arguments being 
advanced but rather the unfolding story. As a result, viewers 
may also find themselves elaborating on the overall importance 
and significance of the underlying issue being depicted—posi-
tive issue-related thoughts.

Based on the above reasoning, we expect that self- 
referencing will be most prevalent among viewers who report 
high transportation. This is consistent with literature looking at 
the effects of narrative-based advertisements (Escalas, 2007). 
Based on the logic above regarding self-referencing and deictic 
shift theory, we also expect that self-referencing will promote 
more positive issue-related thoughts. These processes should, in 
turn, lead to more favorable vaccine-related attitudes. Thus, we 
advance the following: (See Figure 1 for a graphical representa-
tion of the hypothesized model). 

H2-H4: Transportation into a television narrative depicting 
the importance of the childhood MMR vaccine will be asso-
ciated with greater self-referencing (H2) which will, in turn, 
predict more positive issue-related thoughts (H3) and more 
favorable attitudes toward childhood vaccination (H4). 

Method

Participants and Procedure 

Undergraduates at a large Midwestern university (N = 145) took 
part in this experiment in exchange for course credit. 
Participants ranged in age from 18–57 years old (M = 20.96, 
SD = 4.67; 61.4% female). At least 24-hours before exposure to 
the stimulus, participants undertook a pretest survey in which 
they answered demographic questions and filled out baseline 
belief measures. Participants later attended a lab session and 
viewed an assigned stimulus on a computer screen with head-
phones. In a between-subjects experiment, participants were 
randomly assigned to view a narrative depicting the importance 
of measles vaccination in childhood or a comparison narrative 
about a neutral topic. After exposure, participants completed 
a posttest questionnaire on their computer. All data were col-
lected prior to the COVID-19 pandemic.

Stimuli

Experimental Episode
Participants in the experimental condition watched an episode 
of the medical drama, Private Practice (“Contamination,” 

season two, episode 11). The episode depicts a family whose 
oldest son is autistic, which the mother falsely believes was 
caused by his having received the MMR vaccine. Consequently, 
her two youngest children have not been vaccinated which has 
led to one of them contracting measles. That child is hospita-
lized, and his condition worsens as the doctor tries to talk the 
mother into vaccinating her youngest child, which she refuses. 
After the infected child dies, the doctor vaccinates the youngest 
child against the mother’s wishes. Secondary storylines involve 
the practice being shut down by the CDC due to exposure to the 
measles virus, a patient who is struggling with infertility, and 
various scenes concerning the doctors’ personal lives. The 
episode is 42 minutes and 25 seconds in length.

Control Episode
Participants in the control condition watched an episode of the 
medical drama Grey’s Anatomy (“Flight,” season eight, episode 
24) that depicts the aftermath of a plane crash that leaves many 
main characters stranded in the wilderness, struggling to survive 
with various injuries and one who dies. Thus, both this and the 
experimental narrative depict the death of one character. Back at 
the hospital, the other doctors do not realize that the plane has 
crashed. They are going on with their lives as one doctor plans 
a goodbye dinner for graduating residents, and another considers 
whether to accept a job at a different hospital. The episode was 
selected because it does not contain any child patients or refer-
ences to vaccination but does include the death of a character, 
other medical issues, as well as a depiction of doctors’ personal 
lives. The episode was 42 minutes and 24 seconds long.

Measures

Attitudes toward childhood vaccination were measured at the 
pretest and posttest with four items such as, “All children 
should be required to be vaccinated” and “vaccines prevent 
dangerous diseases” (1 = strongly disagree; 7 = strongly 
agree). These items were measured at the pretest (M = 5.55, 
SD = .98, α = .82) and posttest (M = 5.79, SD = .97, α = .82). 
Prior false belief in the link between the MMR vaccine and 
autism was also measured at the pretest with the statement, 
“The MMR vaccine causes autism in healthy children” 
(1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree; M = 2.90, 
SD = 1.44).

Eleven established items were used to measure transporta-
tion (Green & Brock, 2000). These items were adapted to apply 
to an audiovisual rather than a written narrative. Sample items 
include, “While viewing, I felt as if I was part of the action” 
and “I could picture myself in the events portrayed in the show” 

Transportation

Self-
referencing

Positive 
thoughts

Vaccine 
attitudes

Counterarguing
RQ1 RQ1

H2

H3

H4

Figure 1. Hypothesized model.
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(1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree; M = 4.59, 
SD = .99, α = .84).

Counterarguing was measured at posttest with five items 
adapted from previous research (Moyer-Gusé & Nabi, 2010; 
Nabi, Moyer-Gusé, & Byrne, 2007). Sample items include, “I 
sometimes found myself thinking of ways I disagreed with what 
was being presented by the show” and “I found myself looking 
for flaws in the program” (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly 
agree; M = 2.09, SD = .75, α = .82).

Positive issue-related thinking was measured at posttest with 
three items assessing the extent to which viewers agreed with 
the underlying issues depicted in the episode. Again, using 
a 7-point scale, participants indicated their level of agreement 
with the statements, “I found myself really agreeing with the 
underlying themes depicted in this episode,” “I had a lot of 
thoughts in favor of things that were said in the program” and “I 
felt like the show was depicting a very important message.” 
These three items were averaged to form the positive issue- 
related thinking index (M = 4.77, SD = 1.19, α = 83).

Self-referencing was measured at posttest with four items 
adapted from Hamby et al., 2017) that were designed to capture 
the extent to which participants linked the events in the narra-
tive to their own lives and/or experiences in the real world. 
Using a 7-point scale (1 = “strongly disagree,” 7 = “strongly 
agree”) sample items include, “Parts of the episode made me 
think about my own life” and “While watching the show I was 
reminded of my own experiences” (M = 2.12, 
SD = .76, α = .84).

Results

Hypothesis one predicted that exposure to the vaccine narrative 
would increase support for vaccine-related policies relative to 
the control condition. Results of an ANOVA demonstrate 
a pattern of means consistent with that expectation such that 
those in the vaccine narrative condition reported significantly 
more favorable attitudes toward MMR vaccination (M = 5.97, 
SD = .91) than did those in the control condition (M = 5.62, 
SD = 1.00; F(1, 143) = 4.70, p = .03, η2 = .03. Thus, H1 was 
supported. In a subsequent, post hoc analysis we also consid-
ered whether prior false beliefs moderated the effect of the 
vaccine narrative on attitudes toward MMR vaccination. 
Using the PROCESS macro with SPSS (Hayes, 2018; 
model 1), results revealed no significant condition by prior 
belief interaction (b = .01, p = .89, 95% CI: −.08 to .09).

RQ1 asked, due to conflicting past research, whether the 
relationship between transportation and vaccine-related atti-
tudes would be mediated by counterarguing. Because this ques-
tion dealt with the expected process within the treatment 
condition, only participants in that condition were included in 
this analysis. The data were analyzed using the PROCESS 
macro with SPSS (Hayes, 2018; model 4). Results revealed 
that transportation was not associated with counterarguing 
(b = −.19, p = .16) nor was counterarguing associated with 
posttest vaccine attitudes (b = .05, p = .64). Thus, we did not 
find evidence to support an indirect relationship between trans-
portation and vaccine attitudes, mediated by counterarguing.

RQ2 asked whether there may be a moderated mediation 
whereby transportation would differentially predict counterar-
guing among those who held less favorable attitudes toward 
childhood vaccination at pretest. Here the data were again 
analyzed using the PROCESS macro (Hayes, 2018; model 7). 
Results revealed that prior attitudes did not moderate the rela-
tionship between transportation and counterarguing in this 
model (b = −.09, p = .22). Taken together, results of RQ1 and 
RQ2 indicate that counterarguing did not mediate the relation-
ship between transportation and vaccine attitudes overall or 
when taking into account prior attitudes.

H2-H4 advanced a parallel mediation model whereby the 
effect of transportation on vaccine attitudes would be mediated 
by self-referencing and positive issue-related thoughts. Before 
testing this model, we first conducted an exploratory factor 
analysis with the items used to measure counterarguing, self- 
referencing, and positive issue-related thoughts. Results of this 
analysis indicated that these did indeed represent three distinct 
constructs (Table 1).

The data were then analyzed using PROCESS with SPSS 
(Hayes, 2018, model 6). As expected, transportation into the 
vaccine narrative predicted increased self-referencing (b = .46, 
p < .001), offering support for H2. Also as expected, self- 
referencing was associated with an increase in positive issue- 
related thoughts (b = .49, p = .02), which in turn predicted more 
favorable vaccine attitudes (b = .42, p < .001). These results 
support H3 and H4. Though not hypothesized, an additional 
significant path was revealed—that between transportation and 
positive issue-related thoughts (b = .41, p = .01; see Figure 2). 
A bootstrap estimate of the full model of the indirect effect of 
transportation on attitudes was generated with 5000 samples 
and indicated support for the complete model (b = .09, 95% CI: 
.02 to .20). Taken together, these results demonstrate that trans-
portation indirectly predicted vaccine attitudes and this relation-
ship was mediated by self-referencing and positive issue-related 
thoughts.

Discussion

The purpose of this study was twofold. First, we aimed to 
examine the potential for an entertainment narrative to shape 
attitudes toward MMR vaccination. Second, we aimed to better 
understand the narrative persuasion process by considering the 
role of self-referencing and positive issue related thoughts in 
addition to counterarguing. Overall, the results suggest several 
main conclusions. First, the vaccine narrative was effective at 
influencing attitudes toward the childhood MMR vaccine, rela-
tive to a comparison episode. This was hypothesized in H1 as it 
is consistent with narrative persuasion theory and past research. 
Importantly though, the narrative used in the present study is 
a popular entertainment television show rather than one con-
structed specifically to change attitudes or for research pur-
poses. This finding is important because it suggests that even 
a relatively imperfect narrative—one with multiple storylines 
intersecting, featuring a character who endorses the false belief 
that vaccination causes autism in children—can lead to story- 
consistent attitudes. Of note, prior endorsement of the false 
belief that the MMR vaccine leads to autism did not moderate 
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this effect. This study offers a tough test of the narrative 
influence process and the results of our model testing shed 
additional light on the nature of that process.

Results further revealed that counterarguing did not mediate 
the relationship between transportation and vaccine attitudes. 
This is an important finding given that models of narrative 
persuasion converge to posit counterarguing as a key mechan-
ism of narrative persuasion (Green & Brock, 2000; Moyer- 
Gusé, 2008; Slater & Rouner, 2002). While we are mindful of 
the pitfalls associated with making too much of a null result, 
several other studies have also failed to find support for this 
relationship (e.g., Igartua & Casanova, 2016; Moyer-Gusé & 
Nabi, 2010; Van Leeuwen et al., 2017). Conversely, some 
research has shown that transportation does indeed lead to 
story consistent beliefs via counterarguing (e.g., Banerjee & 
Greene, 2012, 2013; Green & Brock, 2000). While the present 
null findings certainly do not imply that the theoretical relation-
ship between transportation, counterarguing, and attitudes is 
without merit, they do highlight the importance of future 
research to better understand the boundaries and nuance of 
this process. That is, under what conditions can we expect 
counterarguing to mediate the relationship between transporta-
tion into a narrative and story consistent attitudes? In the pre-
sent study we may not expect counterarguing to be a key part of 
the narrative persuasion process given that we were not dealing 

with a particularly counter-attitudinal population. Indeed, 
a variety of factors could theoretically be important here such 
as the story topic, the level of audience involvement, or the 
degree to which the message is counter-attitudinal and therefore 
likely to induce message resistance in the first place. In the 
present study, prior attitudes did not moderate this relationship, 
however we suspect these results may likely differ among 
a sample where greater polarization was present.

The current study tested the role of two additional cognitive 
mechanisms to advance our understanding of issue-related 
thoughts in the narrative persuasion process–self-referencing 
and positive issue-related thoughts. Both mediated the relation-
ship between transportation and story-consistent attitudes. 
Viewers who experienced greater transportation related the 
story more to their own lives and generated more supportive 
thoughts about the issue. These findings are important because 
they contribute to our growing understanding of the specific 
mechanisms of narrative influence. More broadly, these results 
also offer some evidence that transportation does not necessa-
rily limit one’s access to their own thoughts and experiences 
during the entire course of a narrative. That is, the results 
underscore a unique paradox of transportation—that highly 
transported viewers, by definition, should temporarily experi-
ence less access to their own thoughts and identity. At the same 
time, those who were more transported also reported more self- 

Table 1. Factor loadings from the principal factor extraction with varimax rotation

Factor

1 2 3

Self-Referencing
Parts of the episode made me think about my own life. .84 −.03 .21
I thought about what it would be like if the events in the episode happened to me. .60 −.06 .32
I could personally relate to the things going on in the show. .82 −.07 .17
While watching the show I was reminded of my own experiences. .84 −.05 .10
Positive Issue-Related Thoughts
I felt like the show was depicting a very important message. .28 −.12 .79
I found myself really agreeing with the underlying themes depicted in this episode. .28 −.16 .81
I had a lot of thoughts in favor of things that were said in the program. .22 −.12 .79
Counterarguing
I sometimes felt like I wanted to “argue back” with what was being depicted onscreen. −.11 .63 .39
I sometimes found myself thinking of ways I disagreed with what was being presented by the show. .02 .82 −.07
I couldn’t help thinking about how elements of the show were inaccurate. −.09 .72 −.16
I found myself looking for flaws in the program. −.16 .72 −.14
While watching, I felt skeptical of the position the filmmakers seemed to be advocating. .10 .72 −.29

.41*

.42*.49*.46*Transportation Self-
referencing

Positive 
thoughts

Vaccine 
attitudes

Figure 2. Model of the indirect effect of transportation on vaccine attitudes * = p < .05.
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referencing. It has been suggested that this paradox may be 
explained by the notion that viewers fluctuate between periods 
of greater absorption into the narrative followed by periods of 
reflection (Bezdek & Gerrig, 2017; Moyer-Gusé, 2015). Our 
findings are consistent with this explanation, showing that the 
more participants were transported, the more likely they were to 
experience these periods of reflection (i.e., self-referencing). 
This also has important implications for deictic shift theory, 
suggesting that narrative reflection may indeed be an important 
part of the narrative influence process, as suggested by the 
theory (Hamby et al., 2017).

Although this study offers a number of new insights regard-
ing narrative persuasion and issue-related thoughts, the data are 
also constrained by several limitations. One such limitation 
concerns our use of measured transportation instead of manip-
ulating levels of transportation between participants. This 
approach, of course, leads to ambiguity in establishing the 
causal direction from transportation to outcomes. That said, 
post hoc analyses in the present study show that transportation 
into the MMR narrative was not significantly correlated with 
prior attitudes toward childhood vaccination (r = .11, p = .39). 
This casts significant doubt on the alternative explanation that 
transportation is merely a proxy for pretest levels of support for 
childhood vaccination.

Although this study showed that the MMR narrative affected 
vaccine-related attitudes, future research could benefit from 
a behavioral measure with a broader sample of the population. 
Moreover, clarifying how these results hold up across a variety of 
stimuli featuring different characters, situations, and genres would 
better identify any potential boundary conditions that may exist. 
As a next step, it would be useful to examine the extent to which 
an entertainment narrative could motivate parents of young chil-
dren to have their child vaccinated if the choice were in front of 
them. Future research should examine such behavioral measures 
using immediate and delayed posttests.

In summary, this research has advanced our understanding of 
the potential persuasive effects of an entertainment narrative. 
Moreover, this work has taken steps toward improving our 
understanding of the mechanisms of narrative persuasion and 
answers the call to consider other types of issue-related 
thoughts within a narrative context beyond counterarguing and 
further demonstrate the value in doing so (De Graaf & van 
Leeuwen, 2017; Hoeken & Fikkers, 2014; Niederdeppe et al.,  
2012). This more nuanced understanding of the role of positive 
thoughts and self-referencing helps to create a more complete 
picture of the way individuals experience persuasion in 
a narrative context and offer evidence of how real-world enter-
tainment narratives can shape attitudes about childhood 
vaccination.
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