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In this meta-analysis, we synthesized data from published journal articles that in-
vestigated viewers’ enjoyment of fright and violence. Given the limited research on
this topic, this analysis was primarily a way of summarizing the current state of
knowledge and developing directions for future research. The studies selected (a)
examined frightening or violent media content; (b) used self-report measures of
enjoyment or preference for such content (the dependent variable); and (c) in-
cluded independent variables that were given theoretical consideration in the litera-
ture. The independent variables examined were negative affect and arousal during
viewing, empathy, sensation seeking, aggressiveness, and the respondents’ gender
and age. The analysis confirmed that male viewers, individuals lower in empathy,
and those higher in sensation seeking and aggressiveness reported more enjoyment
of fright and violence. Some support emerged for Zillmann’s (1980, 1996) model
of suspense enjoyment. Overall, the results demonstrate the importance of consid-
ering how viewers interpret or appraise their reactions to fright and violence. How-
ever, the studies were so diverse in design and measurement methods that it was
difficult to identify the underlying processes. Suggestions are proposed for future
research that will move toward the integration of separate lines of inquiry in a uni-
fied approach to understanding entertainment.
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Fright and violence have been featured in film and television since the early
days of these media. For example, The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari (Pommer & Wiene,
1919) is viewed as a classic of cinematic horror, and the television series Alfred
Hitchcock Presents (Hitchcock, 1955–1962) focused on “stories of terror, horror,
suspense” (Brooks & Marsh, 1988, p. 24). Researchers have long been interested
in why people apparently enjoy entertainment that features actual or threatened
victimization of others. In this meta-analysis, we examined some of the reasons
people enjoy this type of media content. Specifically, any media offerings de-
scribed as frightening, horrifying, or violent were considered. Violent media gen-
erally depict characters being attacked or physically injured by others. Scary me-
dia and horror often feature violence as well but are designed to frighten or terrify
audiences. Horror also typically involves supernatural or unnatural elements
(Sapolsky & Molitor, 1996; Sparks & Sparks, 2000; Tamborini & Weaver, 1996).
Although these types of content can be conceptually differentiated, they share key
elements, most notably the depiction of actual or threatened physical harm to me-
dia characters, typically at the hand of external forces (e.g., other characters, natu-
ral disasters, supernatural events). Throughout this article, these different types of
content are treated similarly, except when their unique characteristics become rele-
vant to the discussion (cf. Sparks & Sparks, 2000).

Several traditional reviews have addressed the enjoyment of fright and vio-
lence. Although some reviews have considered a range of explanations for enjoy-
ment (e.g., Cantor, 1998; Sparks & Sparks, 2000; Tamborini, 1991; Wober, 1988),
many have focused on specific issues. For example, on the basis of his excita-
tion-transfer paradigm, Zillmann (1980, 1996) developed a theory of suspense en-
joyment, with suspense defined as audience members’ “acute, fearful apprehen-
sion about deplorable events that threaten liked protagonists” (Zillmann, 1996,
p. 208). In a recent book on horror films, several chapters were devoted to factors
that affect the enjoyment of horror, notably sensation seeking and arousal needs
(Lawrence & Palmgreen, 1996; Zuckerman, 1996), empathic responses to charac-
ters (Tamborini, 1996), and gender-role socialization (Zillmann & Weaver, 1996).
Both Gunter (1994) and Fenigstein and Heyduk (1985) considered whether ag-
gressive tendencies make violence more appealing.

As evidenced by the topics of these reviews, recent research and theorizing in
mass communication has emphasized the need to consider individual differences
in understanding responses to fright and violence. Another research approach has
investigated the role of content factors in enjoyment, such as the presence of de-
struction or genderual imagery, the characteristics of victims, and the resolution of
the storyline. However, a search of the literature revealed very little commonality
across studies in terms of the content factors examined or how they were
operationalized, which made a meta-analysis of these factors untenable. Thus, in
this meta-analysis, we focused on the role of individual differences in the enjoy-
ment of fright and violence. Specifically, the studies selected for the meta-analysis
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(a) examined frightening or violent media content, (b) used self-report measures of
enjoyment or preference for such content (the dependent variable), and (c) exam-
ined independent variables that had been given theoretical consideration in the lit-
erature and that were examined often enough in research to permit their inclusion
in a meta-analysis. The independent variables included were negative affect and
arousal during viewing, empathy, sensation seeking, aggressiveness, and the re-
spondents’ sex and age.

A review of the theoretical issues and research trends in each topic area is pre-
sented next. Many explanations for the enjoyment of fright and violence were de-
rived from other fields of study (e.g., psychology) and were based on relatively lit-
tle data pertaining to the mass media context. Although the research base is not
extensive, it was deemed sufficient to justify a meta-analysis (e.g., Dillard &
Spitzberg, 1984; Segrin, 1990). Hale and Dillard (1991) contended that when the
number of available studies is not large, “meta-analysis is most useful not as a
mechanism for determining the final word in an area of research, but rather as a
means of taking stock and providing directions for future research” (p. 465). Thus,
the goals of this project were to synthesize the existing data and provide guidelines
for future research.

EMOTIONAL RESPONSES DURING VIEWING:
NEGATIVE AFFECT AND AROUSAL

A common element in horror films and other genres that feature threatening situa-
tions or events is suspense, which arouses fear in audience members about poten-
tially disturbing outcomes (e.g., Mikos, 1996). One explanation for why people
enjoy such presentations relies on the conversion of negative affect to euphoria fol-
lowing a satisfying resolution to a threat. According to Zillmann (1996), suspense-
ful drama, in which liked characters experience or are threatened with victimiza-
tion, arouses dysphoric emotional reactions or empathic distress. On the basis of
his excitation-transfer theory, he argued that enjoyment of suspenseful drama is a
function of both the level of negative emotional response produced during the pro-
gram (characterized by subjective fear or distress and physiological arousal), and
the viewer’s affective reaction to the resolution. He contended that individuals can-
not or do not perceive differences in the physiological arousal produced by differ-
ent sources. Consequently, arousal from suspenseful scenes should carry over and
intensify the viewer’s positive response to a satisfying resolution, thus producing a
rewarding, enjoyable emotional experience. Conversely, if the resolution is un-
happy and produces sadness or disappointment, residual arousal from suspense
should intensify viewers’ dysphoria.

Few published studies have investigated the extent to which negative affective re-
sponses during viewing enhance the enjoyment of media presentations. Zillmann,
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Hay, and Bryant (1975) showed children an animated adventure program that varied
in level of suspense. They found that physiological arousal, facial expressions of
both fearfulness and positive affect, and liking for the program increased as the de-
gree of suspense increased, especially when the threat was successfully overcome.
However, the study did not directly examine the relation between fear or arousal and
liking for the program. More recent studies reported evidence that more negative af-
fect is associated with greater enjoyment (Hoffner & Cantor, 1991a; Sparks, 1991;
Zillmann, Weaver, Mundorf, & Aust, 1986), but this pattern occurred regardless of
whether the threat was successfully resolved within the program.

Zillmann’s (1996) model of suspense cannot easily account for the enjoyment
of scary programs that do not end happily. Many current horror films show sympa-
thetic characters undergoing severe trauma and dying in brutal, terrifying ways.
Zillmann contended that “removal of the threat that produced empathic distress
may be regarded [as] a minimal stimulus condition for the cognitive switch from
dysphoria to euphoria” (p. 226). Thus, residual arousal can enhance enjoyment as
long as viewers positively appraise their responses to the ending, even the simple
termination of a threat (Tamborini, 1991). Other research has suggested that peo-
ple like frightening films because they feature destruction or provide thrills, excite-
ment, and unpredictability (Sparks, 1986; Tamborini & Stiff, 1987; Tamborini,
Stiff, & Zillmann, 1987). It is also possible that some program elements that pro-
duce negative emotions elicit interest or enjoyment as well. In this meta-analysis,
we examined whether negative affect and arousal during viewing were positively
related to the enjoyment of programs featuring violence and fright.

PERSONALITY CHARACTERISTICS

Empathy

Many researchers have argued that empathy with characters’ experiences is an im-
portant mediator of viewers’ emotional responses to television and films (e.g., Oli-
ver, 1993b; Tamborini, 1996). Empathy has been described broadly as an individ-
ual’s reaction to the observed experiences of another person (Davis, 1994), but
there has been much debate about the boundaries of this concept. However, there is
a growing consensus that dispositional empathy is best conceptualized as a multi-
dimensional construct that includes both cognitive and affective components (e.g.,
Davis, 1994; Stiff, Dillard, Somera, Kim, & Sleight, 1988). Perspective-taking, or
sharing the viewpoint of another person, is the most often examined cognitive
component of empathy. Affective components of empathy include sympathy or
concern for another’s welfare and the sharing of witnessed negative affect, al-
though the definitions of specific components differ (e.g., Davis, 1994; Eisenberg
& Fabes, 1990; Stiff et al., 1988).
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Tamborini (1996) proposed a model of how individual differences in empathy
are related to people’s emotional responses to horror, although his model is rele-
vant to any media presentation in which characters are threatened or victimized.
He contended that cognitive components of empathy precede affective compo-
nents, which directly impact on viewers’ emotional reactions. The more the view-
ers tend to emotionally respond to or share the responses of others, the more nega-
tive affect they should experience while viewing horrifying presentations.
Tamborini speculated that viewers who are highly empathic should dislike horror
films as a result of their strong negative reactions to the pain and suffering of
others.

Tamborini’s (1996) proposed relation between empathy and enjoyment initially
appears inconsistent with Zillmann’s (1996) model, which contends that empathic
distress should facilitate the liking of horror, at least after a satisfying resolution. In
fact, Tamborini, Stiff, and Heidel (1990) argued that empathic distress should not
readily intensify the enjoyment of horror, although enjoyment may be enhanced by
arousal from other sources in a film. Two points can help to clarify this issue. First,
as noted previously, many recent horror movies conclude with scenes of further
terror and victimization. As long as viewers do not consider such conclusions sat-
isfying, both models would predict that greater empathic response should be asso-
ciated with less enjoyment. Second, perhaps what Zillmann referred to as em-
pathic distress contributes to the enjoyment of successfully resolved horror for
people who do not identify deeply with the suffering of victims. However, viewers
who appraise their reaction to violence as intensely dysphoric may have difficulty
shifting to a positive state following a successful resolution. This type of response
seems likely for individuals who experience high levels of empathy, especially
what Davis (1994) referred to as personal distress. Zillmann et al. (1986) advanced
a similar rationale to account for the fact that distress did not enhance the enjoy-
ment of horror among women in their study, despite a satisfying resolution. In this
meta-analysis, we examined whether empathy was negatively related to enjoyment
of violence and fright.

Sensation Seeking

Sensation seeking is another personal characteristic that is believed to contribute to
viewers’ enjoyment of violence and fright. Zuckerman (1994) defined sensation
seeking as a trait characterized by “the seeking of varied, novel, complex, and in-
tense sensations and experiences, and the willingness to take physical, social, le-
gal, and financial risks for the sake of such experience” (p. 27).

In Zuckerman’s (1979) original conceptualization, sensation seeking was
viewed as related to an individual’s optimal level of arousal, with high sensation
seekers feeling better at higher than at lower levels of stimulation and arousal.
From this perspective, high sensation seekers enjoy stimuli that elicit negative
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emotions, such as fear, because the intensity of these emotions helps them reach
their optimal level of arousal. However, more recent evidence suggests that arousal
in brain structures associated with positive affect provides rewards to high sensa-
tion seekers (Zuckerman, 1996). Zuckerman (1996) reconciled their taste for stim-
uli that induce fear and shock by suggesting that high sensation seekers may inter-
pret the experience of these emotions positively, whereas low sensation seekers
regard them as unpleasant. Moreover, high sensation seekers may also be less
likely to imagine themselves as personally vulnerable to threats depicted in horror
and violent media (Franken, Gibson, & Rowland, 1992). This may enable them to
better enjoy such presentations as a form of entertainment.

Zuckerman and Litle (1986) found that sensation seeking was positively related
to frequency of attendance at horror films, but the enjoyment of such content was
not assessed. Two studies reported in book chapters (Edwards, 1991; Lawrence &
Palmgreen, 1996) found strong evidence that sensation seeking and need for
arousal are associated with a preference for horror. Although the importance of
sensation seeking in comparison to other predictors of enjoyment has been ques-
tioned, there may be methodological reasons that sensation seeking has not been a
stronger predictor in some studies (see Lawrence & Palmgreen, 1996; Zuckerman,
1996). In this meta-analysis, we examined the evidence for a positive correlation
between sensation seeking and the enjoyment of fright and violence.

Aggressiveness

It is often suggested that aggressive individuals are attracted to entertainment that
features violence and brutality. The long line of research on televised violence has
been primarily concerned with how viewers are affected by exposure to violent
portrayals. However, early on, researchers also recognized that a correlation be-
tween viewing violence and aggressiveness might reflect not only the effects of vi-
olence but also selective exposure, with more aggressive individuals choosing
more violent media. Numerous surveys in the 1970s found that more aggressive
children watched more violent television, although the causal direction of the rela-
tion was difficult to establish in correlational research (Fenigstein & Heyduk,
1985; Gunter, 1983; Wober, 1988). However, longitudinal studies with panel de-
signs have provided evidence for selective exposure to violence by more aggres-
sive children (e.g., Atkin, Greenberg, Korzenny, & McDermott, 1979; Huesmann,
Lagerspetz, & Eron, 1984).

Fenigstein and Heyduk (1985) contended that individuals who are preoccupied
with aggressive thoughts and fantasies are more interested in viewing violence per-
formed by others. The processes that may lead aggressive individuals to enjoy such
content have received little research attention. According to Atkin (1985), “some
persons with aggressive attitudes and behavior patterns … may exalt in viewing
content glorifying the acts that they commit, or they may feel satisfaction when
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characters express the sentiments that they value” (p. 76). In addition, aggressive
individuals may like violent content because it enables them to justify their own
behavior and feel less guilt about their actions (Atkin, 1985). In this meta-analysis,
we examined the evidence that aggressiveness is associated with greater enjoy-
ment of fright and violence.

DEMOGRAPHIC CHARACTERISTICS

Gender Differences

Numerous studies have noted that, compared to female viewers, male viewers tend
to view more violent television, attend horror films more frequently, and report
that they enjoy such presentations more. This pattern may derive from gender-role
socialization of behavior and affect expression (Cantor, 1998; Oliver, 2000;
Zillmann & Weaver, 1996). According to Fenigstein and Heyduk (1985), men are
more likely than women to behave aggressively and to have aggressive fantasies,
due in part to the process of socialization. Cantor argued that boys might be at-
tracted to violence because they learn that such behavior is typically masculine and
distinguishes them from girls.

Zillmann and Weaver (1996) developed a gender socialization theory to explain
gender differences in the appeal of horror films. Research suggests that boys are
socialized to avoid the outward expression of fear and distress and may experience
social disapproval for doing so, whereas girls are permitted or even encouraged to
express these emotions (e.g., Saarni, 1989; Zaslow & Hayes, 1986). Zillmann and
Weaver contended that in today’s society, there are few circumstances where youth
can develop and demonstrate mastery of gender-appropriate emotional behaviors.
They suggested that horror films provide such a context for adolescents, in which
boys can “prove to their peers, and ultimately to themselves, that they are unper-
turbed, calm, and collected in the face of terror,” and girls can “demonstrate their
sensitivity by being appropriately disturbed, dismayed, and disgusted” (p. 83). In
part, then, gender differences in the enjoyment of horror may reflect the internal-
ization of social expectations for male viewers and female viewers. This view sug-
gests that gender differences in the enjoyment of fright and violence may increase
from childhood through adolescence.

An interesting pattern of findings related to gender differences was first re-
ported by Zillmann et al. (1986). Consistent with Zillmann’s (1996) model of sus-
pense enjoyment, the study found a positive association between distress and the
enjoyment of horror among male viewers. However, no such relation was observed
among female viewers. As noted earlier, the authors speculated that women who
were intensely distressed by the horror film may have had difficulty reappraising
their arousal as positive, despite an apparently successful outcome. In this meta-
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analysis, we examined the evidence that male viewers enjoy fright and violence
more than female viewers. In addition, in this study, we assessed whether negative
affect and arousal enhanced enjoyment to a greater extent for male viewers than for
female viewers.

Age Differences

Researchers have considered whether the enjoyment of violence and frightening
media changes developmentally (Cantor, 1998). The literature on emotional devel-
opment, especially in the area of emotion regulation, suggests that the ability to en-
joy fear-arousing experiences develops with age. Campos and Barrett (1984) ar-
gued that the development of coping skills “can help children transform negative
emotions into pleasurable feelings of efficacy” (p. 251). It may be that adolescents
can enjoy the experience of viewing fright and violence because they have better
resources for coping with negative affect and can, therefore, feel satisfied with
their ability to withstand vicarious terrors. In addition, there is some evidence that
the cognitive switch from fear to happiness may not occur as readily among chil-
dren as it does among older individuals (Barden, Garber, Leiman, Ford, & Masters,
1985; Hoffner & Cantor, 1990).

Twitchell (1989) argued that interest in violent media peaks during adoles-
cence, when teens, especially male adolescents, are struggling to deal with aggres-
sive impulses (Cantor, 1998). If this is true, a curvilinear relationship should exist
between age and liking for violence and fright, with an increase during childhood,
a peak in adolescence, and a decline thereafter. However, Cantor contended that in-
terest in violence at different ages varies by program genre, with certain types of
child-oriented violence (e.g., action cartoons) appealing especially to younger
children. She argued that children (particularly boys) in preschool and early ele-
mentary school enjoy such fare because they too are experiencing changes in their
impulses and physical capabilities. In this meta-analysis, we sought to determine
whether there was a curvilinear relation between age and the enjoyment of vio-
lence and fright (as described previously) and whether this pattern differed for
child-oriented programs.

METHOD

We collected the literature by searching four computer databases that index re-
search in communication and psychology (ComAbstracts, PsycINFO, Social Sci-
ence Index, and Sociological Abstracts). In an effort to identify all relevant arti-
cles, the search process used multiple search terms related to three basic concepts:
media type (film, mass media, motion picture, television, TV), frightening or vio-
lent content (fright, frightening, horror, scary, violence, violent), and enjoyment or
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positive affective response (affect, appeal, enjoy, enjoyment, entertainment, like,
liking). All of the abstracts were reviewed, and any articles that appeared relevant
were obtained and examined. We identified additional articles by examining the
references of all of the selected articles and the references in relevant books, book
chapters, and review articles. The meta-analysis included only studies that were
published in scholarly journals in 2002 or earlier.

Selection of Studies

To be included in the meta-analysis, a study needed to meet several requirements.
First, the study had to examine frightening or violent entertainment and be written
in English. Reality-based messages such as news and sports were excluded.1 The
content examined in each study was classified as (a) scary media, (b) horror, or (c)
violent media. The classifications were made on the basis of the labels used and the
descriptions of the media content in the studies.

Second, a self-report measure of enjoyment or preference for fright or violence
had to be used as a dependent variable. Three primary types of dependent measures
were evident in the research: (a) enjoyment of or liking for a genre of programming
(e.g., horror films, violent content); (b) enjoyment of or liking for a specific pro-
gram, usually viewed in a laboratory setting; and (c) an expressed preference for
viewing programs or films (e.g., on the basis of film synopses). Measures of expo-
sure (e.g., amount of violent television viewing) were not examined.2

Third, the study had to include at least one of the independent variables of inter-
est. These variables were selected because of theoretical interest and because they
were examined most often in the published literature (in at least four studies with
useable data for the meta-analysis). The independent variables were negative af-
fect and arousal during viewing, empathy, sensation seeking, aggressiveness, and
gender and age of respondent.3

Fourth, sufficient information to compute an effect size had to be provided in
the study or be available from the authors.4

The literature search found 47 journal articles that included both independent
and dependent variables of interest. Of these, 11 articles were excluded because ef-
fect sizes could not be computed from the available data or the effects associated
with the specific variables of interest were not reported and could not be obtained
from the authors (Berry, Gray, & Donnerstein, 1999; Blanchard, Graczyk, &
Blanchard, 1986; Botha & van Vuuren, 1993; Diener & Woody, 1981; Hansen &
Hansen, 1990; King, 2000; Mundorf, Weaver, & Zillmann, 1989; Weiss, Imrich, &
Wilson, 1993; Wober, 1997; Zillmann et al., 1975; Zillmann & Mundorf, 1987).
Another study (Wilson, Hoffner, & Cantor, 1987, Study 1) was excluded due to
problems with the data from young children. Finally, one article (Lynn, Hampson,
& Agahi, 1989) was excluded due to its unusually large sample size of 2093.5

Hunter, Schmidt, and Jackson (1982) indicated that this is one way to avoid skew-
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ing the meta-analysis results toward the findings of one large-sample study. Thus,
this meta-analysis was based on data from 35 journal articles (reporting 38 differ-
ent studies).

Analysis

To compute a meta-analysis, the results of all studies need to be converted into a
common effect-size metric. The correlation coefficient was chosen for this study
because it is widely used and easily interpreted. If data were reported in some other
format (e.g., t test), techniques described in Hunter and Schmidt (1990) were used
to convert the effects into their correlational equivalent. Because many studies
used either single-item measures or did not report reliabilities, correlations were
not corrected for measurement error in the meta-analysis.

When a study included multiple measures of the same variable with the same
mode of operationalization (e.g., respondents rated their enjoyment of two specific
films), correlations involving those measures were combined (cf. Allen, Emmers,
Gebhardt, & Giery, 1995; Segrin, 1990) using the r-to-z transformation (Corey &
Dunlap, 1998).6 However, three studies measured two different types of dependent
variables (in all cases, enjoyment of a genre and enjoyment of a specific film).
Each of these studies contributed separate correlations for the two types of depend-
ent variables. When correlations were reported or could be computed only for sep-
arate subgroups (e.g., male viewers and female viewers), we computed the correla-
tion for the total sample by combining the correlations for the subgroups (Hunter
& Schmidt, 1990) using the r-to-z transformation.

The meta-analysis was conducted with procedures described by Hunter and
Schmidt (1990). For each independent variable, the correlations were weighted by
sample size, and a mean correlation and confidence interval were calculated. To
determine the likelihood that moderator variables were present, the chi-square test
for homogeneity of variance and the percentage of the variance attributable to sam-
pling error were computed. A significant chi-square indicates real variation among
sample correlations, which suggests the presence of a moderator variable, whereas
a nonsignificant chi-square indicates that differences among correlations are prob-
ably due to sampling error. An alternative approach recommended by Hunter and
Schmidt is the 75% rule, which says that if at least 75% of the variance among cor-
relations is due to sampling error, it is likely that the remaining 25% is due to un-
corrected artifacts, and thus, no moderator is present.

RESULTS

Table 1 lists the correlations and other descriptive information for each of the stud-
ies, and Table 2 presents the results of the initial meta-analysis for each independ-
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TABLE 1
List of Effects for the Association of Each Independent Variable With Enjoyment

Dependent Variable

Independent Variable and Study Date r N Typea Contentb Age Levelc

Negative affect during viewing
Hoffner and Cantor 1991a .32 186 Enjoy program Scary 7–11 years
Sparks 1991

Study 1 .24 110 Enjoy program Scary Undergraduates
Study 2 .42 44 Enjoy program Scary Undergraduates

Zillmann, Weaver, Mundorf, and Aust 1986 .32 72 Enjoy program Horror Undergraduates

Arousal during viewing
Hoffner and Cantor 1991a .07 173 Enjoy program Scary 7–11 years
Sparks, Study 2 1991 .42 44 Enjoy program Scary Undergraduates
Sparks and Spirek 1988 .00d 59 Enjoy program Scary Undergraduates
Tamborini, Stiff, and Heidel 1990 –.26 95 Enjoy program Horror 18–22 years

Empathy
Empathic concern

Harris et al. 2000 –.05 233 Enjoy genre Scary Undergraduates (M age: 19.2)
Hoekstra, Harris, and Helmick, Study 2 1999 –.12 136 Enjoy genre Scary Undergraduates (M age = 20.1)
Hoffner 1995 –.08 228 Enjoy genre Scary Grades 9–10 (M age = 15.0)
Johnston 1995 –.40 220 Enjoy genre Horror 13–16 years
Raney 2002 –.05 139 Enjoy program Violent Undergraduates
Tamborini et al. 1990 –.17 95 Enjoy program Horror 18–22 years

(continued)
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TABLE 1 (Continued)

Dependent Variable

Independent Variable and Study Date r N Typea Contentb Age Levelc

Personal distress
Harris et al. 2000 –.09 233 Enjoy genre Scary Undergraduates (M age = 19.2)
Hoekstra et al., Study 2 1999 –.07 136 Enjoy genre Scary Undergraduates (M age: 20.1)
Hoffner 1995 –.25 228 Enjoy genre Scary Grades 9–10 (M age = 15.0)
Tamborini et al. 1990 –.22 95 Enjoy program Horror 18–22 years

Sensation seeking
Aluja-Fabregat and Torrubia-Beltri 1998 .25 470 Enjoy genre Violent Grade 8 (M age = 13.6)
Harris et al. 2000 .07 233 Enjoy genre Scary Undergraduates (M age = 19.2)
Hirschman 1987 .24 364 Enjoy genre Horror 20% undergraduates and 80%

nonstudents
Neuendorf and Sparks 1988 .16 121 Enjoy program Horror Undergraduates
Tamborini and Stiff 1987 .19 155 Enjoy genre Horror 15–45 years
Tamborini, Stiff, and Zillmann 1987 .16 94 Preference Horror Undergraduates

Aggressiveness
Bjorkvist and Lagerspetz 1985 .50 87 Enjoy program Violent 5–9 years
Cantor and Nathanson 1997 .22 285 Enjoy genre Violent Parents of 5- to 10-year-olds
Diener and DeFour, Study 2 1978 –.05 54 Enjoy program Violent Undergraduates
Fenigstein 1979

Study 1 .33 45 Preference Violent Undergraduates
Study 2 .50 64 Preference Violent Undergraduates

Haridakis 2002 .15 296 Enjoy genre Violent Undergraduates (M age = 20.5)
Langley, O’Neal, Craig, and Yost 1992 .55 20 Preference Violent Undergraduates
Walker and Morley 1991 .42 332 Enjoy genre Violent High school students (M age = 16.5)
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Sex of respondent
Aluja-Fabregat and Torrubia-Beltri 1998 –.38 470 Enjoy Genre Violent Grade 8 (M age = 13.6)
Apanovitch, Hobfoll, and Salovey 2002 –.21 188 Enjoyprogram Violent Undergraduates (M age = 19.4)
Bahk 2000 –.49 185 Preference Violent Undergraduates (M age = 21.1)
Bjorkvist and Lagerspetz 1985 .00d 87 Enjoy program Violent 5–9 years
Cantor and Nathanson 1997 –.21 285 Enjoy genre Violent Parents of 5- to10-year-olds
Cantor and Reilly 1982 –.23 232 Enjoy genre Scary Grades 6 and 10
Cantor, Ziemke, and Sparks 1984 –.26 43 Enjoy genre Scary Undergraduates

.00d 43 Enjoy program Scary
Fenigstein, Study 1 1979 –.56 87 Preference Violent Undergraduates
Haridakis 2002 –.01 296 Enjoy genre Violent Undergraduates (M age = 20.5)
Harris et al. 2000 –.19 233 Enjoy genre Scary Undergraduates (M age = 19.2)
Hoekstra et al. 1999

Study 1 –.24 202 Enjoy genre Horror Undergraduates (M age = 19.0)
Study 2 –.09 136 Enjoy genre Scary Undergraduates (M age = 20.1)

Hoffner 1995 –.13 228 Enjoy genre Scary Grades 9–10 (M age = 15)
Hoffner and Cantor 1991a –.08 186 Enjoy genre Scary 5–11 years

.02 186 Enjoy program Scary
Jablonski and Zillmann 1995 .00d 87 Enjoy program Violent Undergraduates
Johnston 1995 –.32 220 Enjoy genre Horror 13–16 years
Koukounas and McCabe 2001 –.73 40 Enjoy program Violent University sample (M age = 26.4)
Neuendorf and Sparks 1988 –.20 121 Enjoy program Horror Undergraduates
Oliver 1993a .04 96 Enjoy program Horror Grades 9–12 (Mdn age = 16)
Oliver 1994 –.21 189 Enjoy genre Horror 17–27 years

–.23 189 Enjoy program Horror
Sparks 1986 –.13 220 Enjoy genre Scary Undergraduates
Sparks 1991

Study 1 –.28 110 Enjoy program Horror Undergraduates
Study 2 –.07 44 Enjoy program Horror Undergraduates

(continued)
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TABLE 1 (Continued)

Dependent Variable

Independent Variable and Study Date r N Typea Contentb Age Levelc

Tamborini and Stiff 1987 –.12 155 Enjoy genre Horror 15–45 years
Valkenburg and Janssen 1999 –.48 200 Enjoy genre Violent 6–11 years
Wakshlag, Vial, and Tamborini 1983 –.33 84 Preference Violent Undergraduates
Zillmann et al. 1986 –.40 72 Enjoy program Horror Undergraduates

Age of respondent
Bjorkvist and Lagerspetz 1985 .43 87 Enjoy program Violent 5–9 years
Cantor and Nathanson 1997 –.22 285 Enjoy genre Violent Parents of 5- to10-year-olds
Cantor and Reilly 1982 .00d 232 Enjoy genre Scary Grades 6 and 10
Hoffner and Cantor 1991a .27 186 Enjoy genre Scary 7–11 years

–.31 186 Enjoy program Scary
Koukounas and McCabe 2001 .28 40 Enjoy program Violent University sample (M age = 26.4)
Palmer, Hockett, and Dean 1983 .23 89 Enjoy genre Scary Grades 2 and 6
Tamborini and Stiff 1987 –.20 155 Enjoy genre Horror 15–45 years
Valkenburg and Janssen 1999 –.01 200 Enjoy genre Violent 6–11 years
Wilson, Hoffner, and Cantor, Study 2 1987 .05 115 Enjoy genre Scary 4–11 years

aThree primary types of dependent variables were used in the sample of studies: (a) enjoy genre, or the enjoyment of or liking for a particular genre or type of
programming; (b) enjoy program, or the enjoyment of or liking for a specific program or film; (c) preference, or the expressed preference for programs or films
based on brief descriptions. bThe studies examined three basic types of content: (a) scary media, (b) horror, and (c) violent media. cThe age range of respondents
is listed if this information was provided in the article. If no age information is listed, none was reported. dThis was a nonsignificant finding; the actual effect size
was not reported and was not available from the authors.



ent variable. The initial meta-analyses were followed by a search for moderators if
warranted by theoretical concerns or significant variation in correlations across
samples. These results are reported in Table 3. The conclusions about significance
were based on confidence intervals.

Negative Affect and Arousal During Viewing7

Negative affect during viewing was defined as the subjective experience of a nega-
tive emotional state, such as fear, anxiety, or distress, and was measured by self-re-
ports in all studies. Consistent with Zillmann’s (1996) model of suspense enjoy-
ment, there was a significant positive correlation between enjoyment and negative
affect during viewing. As Table 2 shows, correlations across the studies were ho-
mogeneous. The type of conclusion presented in the programs ranged from the de-
feat of the antagonist to an ongoing pursuit, but there was no indication that this
factor played a role.

When male viewers and female viewers were considered separately, the corre-
lation with negative affect was significantly stronger for male viewers than for fe-
male viewers. However, negative affect was associated with greater enjoyment for
both groups. Again, the subsamples themselves were homogeneous.

Arousal during viewing was measured by various physiological measures, in-
cluding skin conductance, skin temperature, and heart rate, with all data coded so
that higher scores reflect more arousal. There was no support for Zillmann’s
(1996) model in the analysis of arousal, either overall or for male viewers and fe-
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TABLE 2
Initial Meta-Analysis Results for the Association of Independent Variables

With the Enjoyment of Fright and Violence

Independent Variable K r
95% Confidence

Interval N χ2
Variance Attributable to

Sampling Error (%)

Responses during viewing
Negative affect 4 .31 .22 to .40 412 1.33 100
Arousal 4 .02 –.18 to .21 371 14.78* 27

Empathy
Empathic concern 6 –.15 –.26 to –.04 1051 19.51* 31
Personal distress 4 –.16 –.24 to –.08 692 4.62 87

Sensation seeking 6 .20 .15 to .25 1437 5.53 92
Aggressiveness 8 .29 .19 to .40 1183 32.20* 25
Sex of respondent 30 –.22 –.27 to –.16 4914 130.05* 23
Age of respondent 10 –.02 –.15 to .12 1575 74.73* 13

Note. Sex of respondent was coded as 0 (male) or 1 (female).
*p < .001.



male viewers examined separately. The heterogeneity in correlations could not be
accounted for by any moderator. However, because there were so few studies and be-
cause they used different measures of arousal, such an outcome was not surprising.

Empathy

The six studies that examined empathy used a variety of different self-report
scales, but all measured one or more affective component of empathy. All of the
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TABLE 3
Meta-Analysis Results Associated With Moderator Variables

Independent Variable
and Subgroup K r

95% Confidence
Interval N χ2

Variance Attributable to
Sampling Error (%)

Negative affect during
viewing
Male viewers 4 .44 .32 to .56 185 1.89 100
Female viewers 4 .20 .07 to .32 227 1.47 100

Arousal during viewing
Male viewers 2 .18 –.08 to .44 131 3.66 55
Female viewers 2 .10 –.07 to .27 99 1.45 100

Aggressiveness
Enjoy genre 3 .27 .14 to .40 913 14.43* 21
Preference 3 .45 .31 to .59 129 1.54 100
Enjoy program 2 .29 –.08 to .64 141 11.84* 17

Sex of respondent
Enjoy genre

Horror or scary
media

11 –.18 –.22 to –.14 2044 11.40 96

Violence 4 –.27 –.43 to –.10 781 41.21* 10
Preference 3 –.47 –.56 to –.37 356 4.32 69
Enjoy program

Blood and gore
Extreme 4 –.24 –.32 to –.16 570 2.48 100
Moderate or

minimal
7 –.04 –.12 to .04 653 7.94 88

Age of respondent
Enjoy genre

Horror or scary
media
Children 3 .20 .09 to .30 390 3.83 78
Adolescents 1 .00 –.13 to .13 232 — —
Adults 1 –.20 –.35 to –.05 155 — —

Enjoy children’s
media

4 –.11 –.33 to .11 758 39.03* 10

Note. Sex of respondent was coded as 0 (male) or 1 (female).
*p < .001.



studies measured sympathy or concern for others’ welfare (i.e., empathic concern,
emotional empathy, humanistic orientation), and four of the studies measured the
tendency to share witnessed emotional states (i.e., personal distress, emotional
contagion). For the purpose of the meta-analysis, these two components are re-
ferred to as empathic concern and personal distress.8

Both empathic concern and personal distress were negatively correlated with
the enjoyment of fright and violence. The correlations with personal distress were
homogeneous across studies, but those with empathic concern were not.

An examination of the studies suggested that the nature of the media content
might account for the lack of homogeneity in the correlations with empathic con-
cern. The two studies that reported the strongest negative correlations both exam-
ined the enjoyment of horror films. Specifically, one examined the enjoyment of
graphic violence such as torture (Johnston, 1995), and the other investigated the
enjoyment of violent horror clips that concluded with brutal murders and no satis-
factory resolution (Tamborini et al., 1990). In other words, these studies specifi-
cally focused on the enjoyment of victimization. When these two studies were
eliminated, the average correlation in the remaining four studies did not differ sig-
nificantly from zero (r = –.07), and the correlations were homogeneous, χ2(3) =
0.51, ns (100% of the variance attributable to sampling error). These studies mea-
sured enjoyment of scary films as a genre, with no specification of the content, with
the exception that one study (Raney, 2002) examined responses to a violent drama
with a likable victim but a satisfactory resolution: retribution against the villain.

Sensation Seeking9

There was a significant positive correlation between sensation seeking and enjoy-
ment of fright and violence. The distribution of correlations across the studies was
homogeneous.

Aggressiveness

The analysis of aggressiveness showed a moderate positive correlation with the en-
joyment of violence (the type of content referred to in all of these studies), but the
correlations were not homogeneous.

The type of dependent variable was considered a possible moderator variable
because perceptions of program genres may differ greatly from responses to spe-
cific media offerings, which vary widely. When the studies were subdivided on this
basis, correlations for the studies that examined enjoyment of the genre (in this
case, violent media) were not homogeneous. However, all three surveys (individu-
ally) reported significant positive correlations between aggressiveness and enjoy-
ment of violence, and the difference in magnitude may have been due to a variety
of methodological factors, such as the fact that the three studies examined three
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different age groups. The two studies examining responses to specific programs
were also not homogeneous, undoubtedly because of methodological differences
(i.e., children’s responses to violent cartoons vs. adult’s responses to a violent TV
drama).

The possible role of gender in the differences among studies could not be fully
examined because only two studies (Deiner & DeFour, 1978; Fenigstein, 1979,
Study 1) reported data that could be used to calculate the association between ag-
gressiveness and the enjoyment of violence separately for male viewers and female
viewers. When the data for these two studies were combined, the average correla-
tion for male viewers was positive (r = .46, N = 48) and was significantly greater
than the average correlation for female viewers (r = –.20, N = 51), which did not
differ from zero. The correlations were homogeneous for both male viewers, χ2(1)
= 2.68, ns, and female viewers, χ2(1) = 1.81, ns, with 100% of variance in both
groups attributable to sampling error. However, the sample sizes were so small that
the findings should be treated with great caution.

Gender of Respondent

The analysis showed that male viewers enjoyed fright and violence more than fe-
male viewers, but the correlations were not homogeneous across studies. The type
of dependent variable was again considered as a possible moderator variable, espe-
cially because it seemed likely that gender differences might vary depending on
the content features of specific programs.

The analysis of enjoyment of the genre of fright or violence yielded a signifi-
cant negative correlation (r = –.22, N = 2825), with more enjoyment among male
viewers, but the studies were not homogeneous, χ2(14) = 57.21, p < .001. The stud-
ies were further divided on the basis of whether they examined the enjoyment of
scary media and horror or the enjoyment of violence. Table 3 shows that the corre-
lations for the enjoyment of scary media or horror were homogeneous, with more
enjoyment among male viewers than female viewers. The correlations for the en-
joyment of violence as a genre were not homogeneous, perhaps because three stud-
ies involved children (and reported significant negative correlations) and the other
involved adults (and reported a near-zero correlation).

The three studies that measured preference for or choice of a program in a labo-
ratory setting found a much stronger gender difference than that observed for the
liking of horror or violence as a genre. The distribution of correlations across the
studies was homogeneous, as based on chi-square.

The analysis of liking for specific programs produced a significant negative
correlation (r = –.15, N = 1223), but the studies were not homogeneous, χ2(11) =
37.36, p < .001. This variation could be due to the various content features of the
specific programs that were used. One such content feature was the visual depic-
tion of blood and gore. Programs were classified as depicting extreme, moderate,
or minimal blood and gore on the basis of descriptions in the studies or the evalua-
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tions of the authors.10 When studies with programs classified as extreme were
compared to the others, meta-analyses yielded two homogeneous subsets of stud-
ies with significantly different average correlations. For the studies that used very
graphic stimuli, male viewers reported significantly more enjoyment than female
viewers, whereas the gender difference was not significant for programs with less
graphic depictions.

To examine the possibility that the gender difference in enjoyment of the genre
(fright or violence) changed with age, an additional analysis was conducted to
compare age groups on this dependent variable. The resulting average correlations
(which all differed significantly from zero on the basis of confidence intervals)
were as follows: children, r = –.25 (N = 671; K = 3); adolescents, r = –.29 (N =
1150; K = 4); and adults, r = –.14 (N = 1474; K = 8).11 The correlations for adoles-
cents and adults were homogeneous, but those for children were not. The correla-
tion for adults was significantly smaller than the correlations for children and ado-
lescents (which did not differ from each other), which reflected a smaller gender
difference among adults than among younger individuals.

Age of Respondent

The average correlation between enjoyment and age did not differ significantly
from zero, but the sample was heterogeneous, which was not surprising because
the age level of the participants varied widely.

As noted earlier, a curvilinear relationship between age and the enjoyment of
fright and violence was proposed, with enjoyment increasing during childhood,
peaking during adolescence, and declining thereafter. Cantor (1998), however, ar-
gued that this pattern varies by genre, with the preference for violent children’s
media declining during childhood. To investigate these possibilities, the effects
were first subdivided into those that examined the enjoyment of violent children’s
media (e.g., cartoons, a Disney sequence) and those that did not. This latter group,
reflecting the enjoyment of scary media or horror as a genre, was further separated
on the basis of the age level of participants (children, adolescents, or adults).12

Despite the very small number of studies, the data in Table 3 are somewhat con-
sistent with both of the proposals outlined previously. For the studies that exam-
ined enjoyment of horror or scary media as a genre, the pattern across age levels
was consistent with the curvilinear hypothesis. For the three child samples (pre-
school through Grade 6), the correlation was positive; for the adolescent sample
(Grades 6 to 10), the correlation was approximately zero; and for the community
sample of adults, the correlation was negative.13 For the four studies dealing with
children’s media, age was not consistently related to enjoyment. However, the
studies operationalized enjoyment in a variety of ways. Two studies measured chil-
dren’s overall enjoyment of violent children’s television genres (e.g., cartoons) or a
Disney film sequence, and both reported significant negative correlations with age
(Cantor & Nathanson, 1997; Hoffner & Cantor, 1991a). The other two studies spe-
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cifically assessed enjoyment of the violence in children’s TV programs and found
either no age difference (Valkenburg & Janssen, 1999) or an increase in enjoyment
with age (Bjorkvist & Lagerspetz, 1985).

DISCUSSION

In this meta-analysis, we synthesized research from published journal articles that
investigated viewers’ enjoyment of fright and violence. Given the long-term inter-
est in many of the explanations examined, it is surprising that so few relevant stud-
ies have been published. Yet in discussing the uses of meta-analysis, Hale and
Dillard (1991) contended that knowledge claims are stronger if they are based on
observations combined across even a few studies rather than on only one study in-
volving a single sample. Given the limited research, this meta-analytic review
should be primarily regarded as a way of summarizing the current state of knowl-
edge and developing directions for future research.

The results of this meta-analysis reveal that negative affect during viewing was
associatedwithagreaterenjoymentof frightandviolence.Although thispatternwas
consistent with an explanation based on the excitation-transfer theory and
Zillmann’s (1996) model of suspense enjoyment, more research is needed to clarify
certain issues. First, the lack of a similar pattern for physiological arousal presents a
problem, although the limitations of physiological measurement must be recog-
nized (Hoffner & Cantor, 1991a). Second, the research did not demonstrate that neg-
ativeaffectenhances theenjoymentofaprogramtoagreaterextentwhenthe threat is
successfully resolved, as predicted by Zillmann’s model. In fact, Hoffner and Cantor
(1991a)manipulated the resolutionandfound that thecontributionofnegativeaffect
to program enjoyment was similar for the resolved and unresolved versions. Of
course,very fewpublishedstudieshave reporteddata relevant to this issue.Zillmann
(1996)noted thatepisode resolutionswithinaprogrammaycontribute topositiveaf-
fect, and the simple termination of the threat may be regarded as satisfying by some
viewers. However, there does not appear to be any evidence on these points. Labora-
tory research needs to more thoroughly examine how narrative structure interacts
with affective responses and arousal during viewing.

In the meta-analysis, we found some evidence that empathy is associated with
less enjoyment of fright and violence. Some insight into the underlying processes
may be gained by considering empathy in relation to Zillmann’s (1996) model of
suspense enjoyment may yield some insight into the underlying processes. The
self-focused nature of personal distress suggests that this component of empathy
should be associated with less enjoyment of horror, regardless of the outcome of
the program. In other words, those who tend to share the negative emotions of oth-
ers should strongly dislike any depiction of violence or character endangerment. In
contrast, empathic concern reflects an other-oriented focus of concern and caring
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for others (Davis, 1994). In accordance with Zillmann’s model, this type of re-
sponse may not reduce (and may even enhance) the enjoyment of fright and vio-
lence but only if threatened characters successfully escape or triumph. With no sat-
isfactory resolution, the concern for suffering characters should result in much less
enjoyment. The meta-analysis results are basically consistent with these interpre-
tations. However, there was no direct evidence regarding Tamborini’s (1991) con-
tention that empathy interferes with enjoyment primarily by producing an aversive
emotional response to pain and suffering. Clearly, there is a need for more studies
that examine how empathy influences the way viewers’ respond to particular de-
pictions of violence and victimization (cf. Raney, 2002). For example, individuals
could view a film sequence that has been manipulated so that the emotional re-
sponses of the victim, such as facial and vocal expressions of pain, are either in-
cluded or edited out, and a resolution in which the victim escapes from the attacker
is either included or excluded. This type of research could begin to identify the pro-
cess by which empathy (and associated negative affect) influences the enjoyment
of fright and violence and how this process varies according to the narrative struc-
ture of the program.

Evidence also emerged that sensation seeking is associated with a greater en-
joyment of fright and violence, which was consistent with other research reported
in book chapters (Edwards, 1991; Lawrence & Palmgreen, 1996). The sensa-
tion-seeking scale includes four dimensions (thrill and adventure seeking, experi-
ence seeking, disinhibition, and boredom susceptibility), but only three studies in
this meta-analysis examined separate dimensions of the scale (Aluja-Fabregat &
Torrubia-Beltri, 1998; Harris et al., 2000; Tamborini et al., 1987). Two of these
studies, and other evidence, suggested that disinhibition (i.e., preference for a he-
donistic lifestyle) was more strongly associated with interest in and exposure to
fright and violence than the other dimensions (Zuckerman, 1996). This pattern
awaits confirmation in further research that will examine the separate dimensions
of sensation seeking.

The reasons that high sensation seekers enjoy fright and violence also require fur-
ther analysis. For example, do high sensation seekers actually enjoy the experience
of fear? If these individuals tend to see themselves as personally invulnerable to
threats (Franken et al., 1992), they may also be less likely to experience lingering
fright reactions to horror, such as fears about personal safety (Sparks, Spirek, &
Hodgson, 1993). This may enable them to enjoy temporary states of fear without ex-
pecting long-term negative consequences. There was also limited evidence regard-
ing the specific types of content that sensation seekers enjoy. If high sensation seek-
ers interpret even aversive arousal positively (Zuckerman, 1996), these individuals
should enjoy of any type of content that contributes to fear or arousal, including sus-
pense, destruction, action, violence, and death, to a greater extent than low sensation
seekers. The role of these components could be examined in surveys in which re-
spondents rate the appeal of different kinds of content or rate their expected enjoy-
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ment of film synopses featuring different content elements. However, it should be
noted that almost all of the studies in this meta-analysis examined sensation seeking
with survey methodology. Thus, there was little evidence regarding how sensation
seeking affects the enjoyment of specific frightening or violent presentations. Ex-
perimental research would be ideal for assessing responses to particular content ele-
ments and would clearly be the best way to examine the impact of production ele-
ments, such as sound and visual effects (e.g., screams, rapid editing, music), that
may contribute to the appeal of fright and violence among high sensation seekers.
Finally, research should examine the combined role of empathy and sensation seek-
ing in enjoyment. It seems likely that individuals low in empathy and high in sensa-
tion seeking would enjoy fright and violence the most and that those high in empathy
andlowinsensationseekingwouldenjoysuchcontent the least (Tamborini,1991).

The meta-analysis produced some evidence that violence was enjoyed more by
aggressively inclined individuals. This association was quite strong for studies that
examined a preference for violent media in a laboratory setting and that manipu-
lated aggressive thoughts and fantasies. Surveys also showed that enduring aggres-
sive tendencies were associated with a greater liking for violent media as a genre.
However, there was little research regarding the reasons for this, such as whether
more aggressive individuals enjoy seeing behavior like their own depicted as nor-
mative and appropriate (Fenigstein & Heyduk, 1985). Researchers need to probe
aggressive and nonaggressive viewers’ perceptions of violent content and their af-
fective reactions in response to different types of violent depictions. Studies exam-
ining responses to specific programs in a laboratory setting may be able to obtain a
more precise understanding of the elements of violent portrayals that aggressive
individuals find appealing. The meta-analysis also revealed a positive association
between aggression and enjoyment for male viewers but not for female viewers.
However, the two studies for which data were available for both genderes were
conducted in the 1970s. It may be that changes in gender roles within society and
an increase in powerful, aggressive female characters on TV—for example, the
leads in Alien (Shusett & Scott, 1979) and Buffy the Vampire Slayer (Whedon,
1997–2003)—have reduced or eliminated any gender differences in the associa-
tion between aggression and the enjoyment of violence. If such a difference does
still exist, the reasons for it (e.g., socialization processes, gender of the aggressors
and victims in films) need to be explored.

The meta-analysis confirmed that enjoyment of fright and violence was higher
for male viewers than female viewers, particularly for the preference for violence
in a laboratory setting. In addition, there was clear evidence that male viewers en-
joyed horror and scary media as a genre more than did female viewers. Zillmann
and Weaver (1996) proposed that this pattern reflects the influence of gender-role
socialization. Although there was little direct evidence of this process, Zillmann et
al. (1986) found that viewers enjoyed a horror film more when an opposite-gender
coviewer expressed gender-appropriate reactions to the film. If the gender differ-
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ence in enjoyment is due at least partially to socialization, the difference should in-
crease with age, at least through adolescence. The meta-analysis did not reveal any
evidence to support this view. In fact, the meta-analysis showed that the gender dif-
ference in the enjoyment of the genre of frightening and violent media was smaller
among adults than among younger individuals. However, the age groupings were
very broad, and the number of studies involving children and adolescents was rela-
tively small. Research should examine how the gender difference in the enjoyment
of fright and violence changes across the life span and should further investigate
the role of socialization processes. This type of data could come from survey re-
search that explores individuals’ viewing motivations (cf. Johnston, 1995) and as-
sumptions about gender-appropriate viewing behaviors at different ages, as well as
from observational studies of children, adolescents, and adults watching scary or
violent programs in same-gender and mixed-gender groups.

Program content was identified as a significant moderator of gender differences
in liking for particular programs. Specifically, the gender difference was greater if
the blood and gore in the program was judged to be extreme rather than mild or
moderate. In a related finding, negative affect was more strongly related to enjoy-
ment for male viewers than for female viewers. What can account for these results?
One possibility is the fact that empathy is typically higher for female viewers than
for male viewers (Eisenberg, Fabes, Schaller, & Miller, 1989). Perhaps female
viewers tend to dislike extreme violence because they are more likely than male
viewers to empathize with the victims. As suggested earlier, female viewers may
have more difficulty interpreting responses to horror as positive in the aftermath of
empathic distress (Sparks, 1991; Zillmann et al., 1986). Research that probes the
cognitive and emotional responses of male viewers and female viewers to different
types of violent and frightening portrayals and that also measures relevant personal
characteristics on which male viewers and female viewers typically differ (e.g.,
empathy, sensation seeking, aggressiveness) may provide some insight into the
reasons for the gender difference.

With regard to age differences, there was limited support (on the basis of very few
studies) for the curvilinear hypothesis that the enjoyment of violence and fright in-
creases during childhood, peaks during adolescence, and declines thereafter. It
should be noted that the observed pattern of correlations did not actually demon-
strate that enjoyment was higher among adolescents than among individuals who
were younger or older. More direct evidence for a curvilinear pattern would come
from research involving people across the life span. For example, in their book chap-
ter, Lawrence and Palmgreen (1996) obtained a strong negative correlation between
age and liking for horror films in a sample ranging in age from 18 to 82. If a similar
studyextended theage range to includechildren, acurvilinear patternmight emerge.
Longitudinal data showing a change within individuals as they mature would pro-
vide even stronger support. Future research also needs to consider explanations for
age differences. One possibility is that the preference for fright and violence paral-
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lels age-related changes (possibly biologically based) in sensation seeking, which
have been shown to follow a similar curvilinear pattern (Zuckerman, 1994).

On the basis of this meta-analysis and the preceding discussion, some general
guidelines for future research can be suggested. The meta-analysis revealed differ-
ences between the enjoyment of fright or violence as a genre and the enjoyment of
specific programs. The reasons for these differences need to be explored. For ex-
ample, reports of genre enjoyment undoubtedly reflect the elements that are typi-
cally featured in that genre and the social context in which it is usually viewed. In
contrast, the enjoyment of specific films depends on a wide variety of unique pro-
gram characteristics; in addition, the experimental context in which such research
is usually conducted overlooks the influence of social factors. Nonetheless, more
experimental research is needed to examine the specific elements within programs
that contribute to the enjoyment of fright and violence, such as character portrayals
(e.g., hero, villain), the type of threat or violence, the narrative structure, the type
of resolution, and aesthetic elements such as music. Clearly, these factors have
been examined (e.g., Hoffner & Cantor, 1991a; Raney, 2002; Zillmann et al.,
1975), but much more research is needed. For example, the meta-analysis revealed
a gender difference in the enjoyment of fright and violence primarily for more
graphic depictions, but there was not enough evidence to examine the role of con-
tent features in most analyses. Further research should examine not only how vari-
ous content features contribute to the enjoyment of fright and violence but also
how they interact with personal characteristics, such as empathy, sensation seek-
ing, and gender, to influence enjoyment.

Related to the need for greater attention to content elements, more research
needs to consider predictions derived from disposition theory (e.g., Zillmann,
1996), which focuses on the audience’s judgments of and responses to characters
in media entertainment. Although disposition theory has been used to explain au-
diences’ enjoyment of many forms of entertainment, including humor, sports, and
drama, relatively few empirical investigations have applied this perspective to en-
joyment of fright and violence (e.g., Hoffner & Cantor, 1991a; King, 2000; Oliver,
1993a; Raney, 2002; Raney & Bryant, 2002). Disposition theory can help re-
searchers identify the elements of narrative structure and character portrayals that
are likely to facilitate or minimize the enjoyment of a frightening or violent presen-
tation, although the influence of other factors (e.g., action, aesthetics) should be
recognized as well (McCauley, 1998). The role of empathy (as a personal charac-
teristic) in mediating responses to fright and violence could be productively exam-
ined within this theoretical framework (cf. Raney, 2002). Surprisingly, virtually no
research on the enjoyment of fright or violence seems to have examined dramas
featuring known characters, such as those on familiar television series. Given that
parasocial relations can mediate viewers’ responses to characters’ experiences
(Hoffner & Cantor, 1991b) and that audiences’ affective responses to characters
and evaluation of their behaviors play a key role in enjoyment of narratives, these
are important factors to consider.
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One issue that emerged in the literature within several different theoretical con-
texts was the importance of considering how viewers interpret or appraise their reac-
tions to violence and fright. For example, Zuckerman (1996) argued that high sensa-
tion seekers may interpret fear-arousing experiences positively, whereas low
sensation seekers regard them as aversive. A concept relevant to this position is the
meta-experience of an emotion (Mayer & Gaschke, 1988; Oliver, 1993b). Mayer
andGaschkecontended thatanemotioncanbeexperiencednotonlydirectlybutalso
at a reflective level, which involves feelings and impressions about the emotion (i.e.,
the meta-experience). Within the domain of mass communication, Oliver (1993b)
argued that “viewers may enjoy sad films not necessarily because the films ulti-
mately succeed in evoking positive affect but, rather, because the experience of sad-
ness itself is perceived as gratifying” (p. 319). By explicitly considering the meta-
experience of fear and distress, researchers may gain a better understanding of
individual differences in response to entertainment featuring terror and brutality.

Limitations to this meta-analysis should be acknowledged. As already noted, rel-
atively few published studies have investigated the variables of interest. Thus, the
conclusions reported here should be regarded with caution. In addition, the limited
research prevents sophisticated tests of moderator variables, such as type of research
design, demographics of respondents, and specific program characteristics. For ex-
ample, although individual studies have examined the role of content features, such
as genderual portrayals in the enjoyment of horror (e.g., Oliver, 1993a), the unique-
ness of individual programs suggests the need for multiple messages (Jackson &
Jacobs,1983).Given the impracticalityof includingseveral examplesofcomplexme-
dia messages within individual studies (Hewes, 1983), one of the values of meta-anal-
ysis is the opportunity to uncover the effects of message features that vary across a
sample of studies. The available data were rarely adequate for this type of analysis.

This meta-analysis summarized the research on the relation between the enjoy-
ment of fright and violence and several affective, personality, and demographic
variables. Evidence for basic linkages among these variables is accumulating, but
less is known about underlying processes, and more research support is needed for
the various theoretical accounts. As suggested previously, there is also a need to
more thoroughly examine interactions between personality factors and program
features, such as graphic violence and narrative structure. We hope that this
meta-analytic review will stimulate theoretically based research that addresses
these issues and that moves toward an integration of separate lines of inquiry in a
unified approach to understanding entertainment.

NOTES

1It is common for scholars to treat news media and sports as distinct from non-reality-based enter-
tainment (e.g., Guttmann, 1998; McCombs & Reynolds, 2002). Fictional media offerings, for example,
are staged for the purpose of entertainment, and framing a presentation as fiction changes the ways in
which audience members respond (McCauley, 1998). Certainly news and sports may be violent, fright-
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ening, or both and are often entertaining, but these genres each have a unique structure and purpose.
News is primarily intended to inform rather than entertain, although the line between these two func-
tions has been blurred in recent years. Sporting events often involve aggression but without the intent to
inflict injury or death (except in rare cases, e.g., boxing), as is typical in narrative depictions of vio-
lence. Thus, in this meta-analysis, we focused on non-reality-based media presentations in which char-
acters are threatened or involved in violence.

2Enjoyment of content that was not clearly identified as frightening or violent (e.g., action–adven-
ture programs) was excluded. Studies that measured violence in favorite television programs (usually
weighted by frequency of viewing) were also excluded because this variable reflects both exposure and
liking. Moreover, studies with this measure typically examined the link with aggressiveness, which
presents the problem of directionality, because violent favorite programs may exert a strong influence
on aggressiveness (Gunter, 1983).

3In this meta-analysis, we examined all of the individual difference characteristics for which suffi-
cient data were available. Several other personal characteristics were identified in the literature search
(e.g., psychoticism, previewing anxiety, apprehension, gender-role identity), but either fewer than four
studies were located that examined the characteristic or the information needed to calculate an effect
size could not be obtained for at least four studies.

4Several articles reported nonsignificant effects but provided no statistical information. In other
cases, significant results were reported, but additional information was needed to estimate a correlation
between the variables of interest. Additional statistical analyses or information were supplied for sev-
eral studies (Cantor & Reilly, 1982; Harris et al., 2000; Hirschman, 1987; Hoekstra, Harris, & Helmick,
1999; Hoffner, 1995; Hoffner & Cantor, 1991a; Jablonski & Zillmann, 1995; Johnston, 1995; Oliver,
1993a; Raney, 2002; Valkenburg & Janssen, 1999). If the author could not be located, did not respond to
the request, or did not have the information available, effects specifically reported as nonsignificant
were treated as r = .00. This occurred in five instances. Other effects were excluded from analysis.

5In a study of children ages 3 to 11, Wilson et al. (1987, Study 1), reported no age difference in lik-
ing for scary programs (answered yes or no). However, there was a strong tendency toward yea-saying
among preschoolers on many questions, which, the authors argued, compromised the accuracy of the
data. Thus, this study was excluded. In Study 2, they avoided this problem by having children rate their
liking for scary programs. Lynn et al. (1989) surveyed adolescents and used a self-report scale of enjoy-
ment of TV violence. The study reported correlations that were similar to those in the meta-analysis for
aggressiveness (r = .35) and age (r = .01) but stronger for gender (r = –.46). However, the large sample
size of 2093 greatly affected homogeneity of variance. Thus, we deemed it best to eliminate this study
from further consideration.

6In all except two cases, the correlations that were combined involved multiple measures of the
same type of dependent variable (e.g., enjoyment of two specific horror films, enjoyment of several vio-
lent TV genres). The other cases involved multiple measures of the same independent variable: (a) two
types of physiological arousal (Hoffner & Cantor, 1991a) and (b) four dimensions of the sensation
seeking scale (Tamborini et al., 1987), which were combined so that the results would be comparable to
the other studies that used a measure of total sensation seeking. In one study, aggressiveness was ma-
nipulated in two ways, but the effect of one manipulation was available for only a subset of the sample
(Fenigstein, 1979, Study 2). The correlation for the total sample was included in the meta-analysis.

7Koukounas and McCabe (2001) also measured negative affect (anxiety, disgust, anger) and subjec-
tive arousal in response to violent film content. However, because they used a randomly ordered series
of 2-min clips of violent and neutral scenes rather than a developed narrative sequence, the data are not
relevant to Zillmann’s (1996) model of suspense enjoyment. Thus, this study was excluded from analy-
ses involving negative affect and arousal.

8Other aspects of empathy (e.g., perspective taking, fantasy empathy) were reported in two or fewer
studies and, thus, were not included in the meta-analysis.

9Johnston (1995) also measured sensation seeking, but only two short subscales were reliable (Pro-
clivity for Substance Abuse and Adventure Seeking). Because these subscales were not comparable to
the entire sensation seeking scale used in other studies, the study was excluded from this analysis.
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10One study was excluded because the violent program content was not described in sufficient de-
tail to assess the degree of blood and gore (Koukounas & McCabe, 2001).

11Tamborini and Stiff (1987) included mostly adults (M age = 21), but some were as young as 15.
These results were essentially unchanged when this study was eliminated from the analysis of adults.

12The Enjoy Program effect from Hoffner and Cantor (1991a) was included with violent children’s
media because it involved responses to a sequence from a Disney film that could be considered violent
(a boy being attacked by a snake). The Koukounas and McCabe (2001) study was excluded from further
analysis of age differences for two reasons: (a) It was the only study not focusing on children’s media
that examined responses to specific programs, and (b) the age range for the sample was not reported,
which made it difficult to interpret the correlation with age.

13The correlation for adolescents was reported as nonsignificant, but the actual statistic was un-
available. However, it should be noted that the large-sample study by Lynn et al. (1989) reported a simi-
lar correlation with age (r = .01) among adolescents ages 11 to 16.
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