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CHAPTER 7

The Emotional Flow Hypothesis 
in Entertainment-Education Narratives: 
Theory, Empirical Evidence, and Open 

Questions

Yotam Ophir, Angeline Sangalang, and Joseph N. Cappella

Pixar’s 2009 animation hit Up began with a touching collage of scenes 
portraying different stages in the long-lasting, loving relationship between 
the shy Carl and the extroverted Ellie. The first ten minutes of the movie 
are an emotional rollercoaster. We witness their hilarious first encounter as 
two eight-year-old kids, when Carl is shocked by the energetic Ellie. 
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Seeing the two plotting adventures together is uplifting. Seeing them as 
young adults kissing at their wedding and growing old in a modest house, 
saving pennies in the hopes of someday affording their dream vacation at 
the majestic Paradise Falls is heart-warming. And finally, seeing the old 
Ellie in her hospital bed, quietly handing her husband their shared adven-
ture book, implying he will continue the journey without her, then seeing 
Carl alone at church at Ellie’s funeral, is nothing less than heart-wrenching 
and devastating. No viewer, young or adult, will be blamed for shedding 
tears as Carl walks back to his now-lonely home for the first time. The 
movie structured the death scene as the culmination and conclusion of a 
happy, funny, and inspiring journey. Would our empathy for Carl be as 
strong if we had not witnessed the moments that preceded it? Would we 
cheer for him with the same solidarity and dedication if the slow and som-
ber piano accompanying him to the funeral were not in such dramatic 
contrast to the cheerful music at his wedding night? The theory of emo-
tional flow suggests that we would not, and our attempt to test its prem-
ises in the area of entertainment-education (EE) is at the heart of the 
current chapter.

The PivoTal Role of emoTions 
in naRRaTive PeRsuasion

Emotions play a central role in decision-making and behavior (Bechara, 
Damasio, & Damasio, 2000; DeSteno, Gross, & Kubzansky, 2013), and 
to the extent that persuasion is a kind of decision-making, the inclusion of 
emotional cues can make a message more persuasive (Nabi, 2002). This is 
particularly true for narrative messages (Oatley, 2012), where readers and 
viewers are wrapped into the story’s world (Green & Brock, 2000) and 
form emotional connections with characters (Cohen, 2001). A part of 
what makes messages in general (Eagly & Chaiken, 1993), and stories 
(Oatley, 2012), and EE narratives particularly (Wang & Singhal, 2016) 
effective and persuasive is their ability to create and maintain engagement. 
Emotions often play a pivotal role in securing and maintaining engage-
ment with plots and characters.

Emotions are temporary states representing affective psychological and 
physiological (Nummenmaa, Glerean, Hari, & Hietanen, 2014) reactions 
to an external stimulus (Nabi, 1999; Ortony, Clore, & Collins, 1990). 
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While emotions can be influential in non-narrative messages as well (Eagly 
& Chaiken, 1993), their role is especially prominent in stories due to the 
relationships between readers and characters who are involved in emotion- 
evoking story-events (Dunlop, Wakefield, & Kashima, 2008; Gerrig, 
1993; Scheff, 1979). For example, emotional reactions can mediate the 
effect of narratives on attitudes (Mazzocco, Green, Sasota, & Jones, 2010) 
and can increase interpersonal discussions following exposure to messages 
(Dunlop et al., 2008).

Traditionally, studies looking into the effects of emotional cues on per-
suasion have focused on the effect of single specific (called “discrete”) 
emotions in message, for example the effect of creating fear (Witte & 
Allen, 2000). Other studies examined whether messages using multiple 
emotions are more persuasive than those using only one emotion (Dillard 
& Nabi, 2006). Importantly, both approaches ignored the possibility that 
it is not the use of specific emotions that increase persuasiveness, but rather 
the move between emotions.

Based on that notion, two communication scholars, Robin Nabi (2015) 
and Melanie Green (Nabi & Green, 2014) have recently suggested that 
instead of focusing on static emotions, it might be beneficial to explore the 
effect of emotional flow, “the evolution of emotional experiences over the 
course of exposure to a health message” (Nabi & Green, 2014, p. 143). 
Arguably, nowhere is the role of emotions more central to processing and 
experience of messages than in stories (Oatley, 2002), and indeed, Nabi 
and Green (2014) hypothesized that emotional shifts presented through-
out stories could be particularly important for persuasive narratives. An 
example of the emotional shift in narratives is the typical story structure of 
suspense, where a protagonist’s happiness and well-being are under threat 
due to some event and are restored only at the end of the plot (Archer & 
Jockers, 2016; Fitzgerald, Paravati, Green, Moore, & Qian, 2019). For 
example, in an episode of HBO’s Sex and the City, a character (Samantha) 
was asked by a romantic partner to be tested for HIV. She first expresses 
surprise at the request, then fear and nervousness around taking the HIV 
test, and finally a relief after learning she does not have HIV (for a discus-
sion of the persuasive effects of this particular narrative, see Moyer-Gusé, 
Chung, & Jain, 2011).

7 THE EMOTIONAL FLOW HYPOTHESIS IN ENTERTAINMENT-EDUCATION… 



106

Why emoTional shifTs aRe exPecTed To incRease 
engagemenT and PeRsuasion

There are multiple reasons to expect emotional shifts to affect engagement 
and, consequently, persuasion. One explanation has to do with resistance 
to persuasion, and particularly rejection of strong negative messages 
(Moyer-Gusé, 2008). For example, if a story portrays the frightening con-
sequences of smoking through a character who got sick with cancer, read-
ers, especially smokers who are well-invested in the character’s situation, 
may reject the message to avoid coping with its implications for them-
selves. If, however, the same character is shown recovering from her dis-
ease after quitting smoking, the hope resulting from one’s ability to fight 
the detrimental effects of smoking may allow readers to be more open to 
the scary message preceding it. In this way, the effect of the message 
according to the emotional flow hypothesis (Nabi & Green, 2014) could 
arguably be the result of a shift in the emotional state of the audience from 
fear to relief or hope (Witte, 1992).

The second explanation, which is at the heart of our discussion in this 
chapter, has to do with the expected effect of emotional shifts and flow on 
engagement. The persuasiveness of narratives is the result of their ability 
to involve audiences with characters and plots (for a meta-analysis, see 
Shen, Sheer, & Li, 2015). Involvement with narratives, often called trans-
portation (Green & Brock, 2000) or narrative engagement (Busselle & 
Bilandzic, 2009), is characterized by an investment of mental and cogni-
tive resources into following plotlines. When one’s attention is dedicated 
to plots and characters, they are less likely to resist and argue with the 
story’s messages and more likely to accept them (Brehm & Brehm, 1981; 
Slater & Rouner, 2002). During a process known as identification, the 
reader temporarily adopts the point of view, motivations, and emotions of 
the character (Cohen, 2001) and as a result are less motivated to question 
the character’s thoughts, actions, and messages (Moyer-Gusé, 2008). For 
example, a viewer who identifies with a television character who faces a 
health threat is more likely to feel vulnerable to the disease and to accept 
the show’s messages (Moyer-Gusé et al., 2011).

Maintaining engagement with stories, especially long ones, could be 
challenging, and one’s attention might drift from the story’s world back 
to the real world if the reading experience is interrupted, or when the 
story is just not well-written or interesting (Tal-Or & Cohen, 2010). 
Shifts in stories’ emotional states could prevent boredom and motivate 
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readers to keep up with the plot (Nabi & Green, 2014). The need for 
emotional stimulation could be explained by arousal theory (Berlyne, 
1960). Arousal is increased psychological and physiological reaction to 
stimuli, that could be measured via brain activation, other physiological 
changes (e.g., heart rate), or self-reports. According to this theory there 
are optimal levels of arousal for individuals at a given time, and lower than 
optimal levels of arousal can lead individuals to seek stimulation. In the 
context of a story, reliance on one emotion throughout a story may not 
suffice to hold readers’ attention and engagement. Of course, having too 
many emotional shifts in one story could also come at the expense of 
coherence and may harm immersion. However, the optimal number of 
shifts has yet to be tested in experimental studies.

Going back to the Sex and the City example, the emotional flow hypoth-
esis argues that viewers’ interest and engagement with the show is main-
tained by emotional changes expressed by the characters that are 
experienced vicariously by the audience (Jose & Brewer, 1984; Nabi & 
Green, 2014). Viewers who identify with Samantha are expected to share 
her emotions and wish for her to overcome her obstacles and achieve her 
goals (Cohen, 2001). Samantha’s (and the audience member’s) shifts 
between experiencing fear and hope maintain viewer attention and engage-
ment with the show; people who are more strongly transported into a 
story’s world tend to accept its messages more than those who are less 
engaged with it (de Graaf, Hoeken, Sanders, & Beentjes, 2012; Green & 
Brock, 2000; Shen et al., 2015).

does emPiRical evidence suPPoRT The emoTional 
floW hyPoThesis?

The emotional flow hypothesis makes common sense in that good stories 
often move between emotional states (Gao, Jockers, Laudun, & 
Tangherlini, 2016). Yet, for the hypothesis to be used as a practical tool 
for designing effective EE messages, it should be tested to learn whether 
evidence supports the argument that emotional shifts in stories can increase 
audiences’ engagement (compared to stability, or no emotional changes). 
To date, only a few attempts have been made to test the theory. Of these, 
very few provided preliminary and limited support for emotional flow 
effects. For example, Fitzgerald et al. (2019) examined the effects of sto-
ries of resilience and hope in the face of challenges, a story type they 
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named “restorative narratives.” They found that exposure to restorative 
narratives, shifting from negative to positive emotions, yielded higher lev-
els of prosocial behavior than negative-only narratives. Similar results were 
found in other narrative (Ray, Arpan, Oehme, Perko, & Clark, 2019; 
Rossiter & Thornton, 2004) and non-narrative (Guido, Pichierri, & Pino, 
2018) contexts. A potential explanation might have to do with people’s 
tendency to identify more easily with others experiencing adversity rather 
than good fortune (Royzman & Rozin, 2006). When those with whom 
you identify experience challenges, you wish to follow the plot to learn 
how they overcame them (Cohen, 2001). However, these studies looked 
at very specific types of emotional flow and did not examine the manipula-
tion of flow systematically.

At the same time, other studies, including our own set of experiments 
(Sangalang, Ophir, & Cappella, 2019) failed to provide empirical support 
for the notion that emotional flow enhances engagement and persuasion. 
In fact, some studies found short EE stories consisting of only one consis-
tent emotion to be more engaging and persuasive than those consisting of 
emotional shifts (McAllister, 2020). In the next sections we detail the 
work our team has conducted in the context of tobacco control and mis-
information (Cappella, Maloney, Ophir, & Brennan, 2015) in order to 
test emotional flow effects in entertainment narratives. We describe the 
EE story we created, the manipulation and measurement of emotional 
shift and flow, summarize our findings, and conclude by considering the 
implications for EE practitioners looking to implement emotional cues 
into their persuasive stories and messages.

designing a sTudy of emoTional shifTs in a Tobacco 
conTRol conTexT

In two experimental studies we conducted, we attempted to examine the 
full model of effects stated in the emotional flow hypothesis (Nabi & 
Green, 2014). First, we expected that readers of stories will experience 
emotions similar to those expressed by the main character. If the character 
goes through emotional shifts, we expected readers to report going 
through them too. Second, we expected readers of stories with emotional 
shifts to report higher levels of engagement with the stories and the main 
character than those reading a story with no shifts. Finally, as the goal of 
EE is to enhance persuasion, we tested whether stories with emotional 
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flow were better at changing readers’ beliefs about a health topic. 
Specifically, we tested whether stories with emotional shifts better edu-
cated people about the misleading nature of organic tobacco products 
(Gratale, Maloney, Sangalang, & Cappella, 2017).

In our first study, a national sample of 385 current smokers, who had 
smoked at least 100 cigarettes in their lifetime (169 females; 332 non- 
Hispanic whites; 197 college graduates) between the ages of 21 and 65 (M 
= 38.8, SD = 11.0), read the story described above before answering ques-
tions about their reading experience and their opinions about organic 
tobacco. For the experiment, we wrote our own text narrative of about 
1000 words. A challenge for EE narrators is to mask or at least deempha-
size the persuasive intent of the text to increase engagement with the story 
and characters, and reduce potential resistance from readers, as those who 
feel pressured to change their beliefs and behaviors may reject the message 
to maintain their freedom of choice (Brehm & Brehm, 1981; Moyer- 
Gusé, 2008). We, therefore, decided to wrap our persuasive message 
about the misleading nature of organic tobacco within a romantic story. 
To increase engagement and persuasiveness, we made the story more vivid 
(Ophir, Brennan, Maloney, & Cappella, 2017) by providing rich details 
about the story’s setup and events. For example, we situated the events in 
a late night in New York City, and specifically at a real bar, Eli’s Night Shift 
on 79th street on the Upper East Side. The additional detail contributed 
to the realism of the story and made it seem more like a real romantic story 
and less like a public service announcement.

The story we told was thus not about tobacco but about a young 
woman (the narrator), who is a former smoker and goes on a first date 
with a man named Eric. During dinner, the two discuss topics such as local 
art and their workplaces; eventually Eric invites the narrator to smoke with 
him outside. The narrator contemplates his offer and decides to reject the 
invitation, as she quit smoking and wanted to avoid “falling down that 
rabbit hole again.” However, Eric claims that “these are not regular ciga-
rettes. They’re not nearly as bad for your lungs.” Eric adds more inaccu-
rate claims about organic tobacco cigarettes, claims that were found to be 
prevalent among smokers and manufacturers of organic tobacco (Gratale 
et al., 2017; Malson, Lee, Moolchan, & Pickworth, 2002). The narrator 
hesitates, and here we connected her decision to the date itself to mask the 
persuasive nature of the story. She decides to smoke with him and trust 
him on the safer nature of organic tobacco, explaining to herself that “the 
date was great up to this point and I didn’t want to lose the chance just 

7 THE EMOTIONAL FLOW HYPOTHESIS IN ENTERTAINMENT-EDUCATION… 



110

because of a smoke.” The couple smokes together, gets back into the res-
taurant, and part ways outside after deciding to go on a second date in the 
upcoming days.

At this point in the story we manipulated emotional shifts, as different 
readers were randomly assigned to read a different ending. Participants 
were randomly assigned to one of seven conditions, six of which included 
the EE narrative described above. Since the organic cigarettes were pre-
sented by Eric as if they offered a hope for smokers who wish to continue 
their habit while reducing detrimental consequences, the state of hope 
thus served as the initial emotional state from which emotional shifts stem. 
The narrator accepts his offer, smokes with him, their dinner continues, 
and after the two characters part ways, story endings differed based on 
condition. In the No-Correction condition, the narrator walks home, 
reading information about artworks they had discussed before. In the 
Non-emotional Correction condition, she searches out and reads correc-
tive information about the cigarettes online without expressing any emo-
tional response to what she reads. In the other conditions, the narrator 
reacts emotionally in response to the corrective information by expressing 
anger over her being deceived into smoking (Hope-to-Anger Ending con-
dition), sadness for people who are misled into smoking (Hope-to-Sadness 
Ending condition), fear over the power of misinformation to draw people 
to smoking (Hope-to-Fear Ending condition), and happiness over being 
able to make the right decision to read more and learn the truth (Hope- 
to- Happiness Ending condition). Participants in a seventh No Stimulus 
Control condition completed the questionnaire without being exposed to 
any story. The expression of emotions was explicit (e.g., “it makes me sad 
that deceptive information can pull people like me back into smoking”).

Importantly, the characters did not simply express emotional reactions 
for the sake of including emotional shifts as an experimental manipulation. 
Instead, the narrator’s reactions were directly tied to the misinformation 
and its correction, that is, to the central argument made through the story. 
For example, when the narrator expressed anger, that anger was directed 
toward the tobacco companies and their misleading messages, not toward 
Eric, her date, whom she actually liked in all experimental conditions. 
When the narrator expressed hope, it was directed toward the potential of 
finding a less harmful substitute for smoking. In that way, we attempted to 
ensure that emotional appeals did not distract, but rather emphasized, our 
main message. In addition, the narrative explicitly stated which emotions 
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the character went through, making it easier for readers to identify emo-
tional shifts in the story.

Engagement is a complex, multi-faceted phenomenon, and in order to 
capture different aspects of it, we used a battery of preexisting scales often 
used to assess engagement with EE stories (Murphy, Frank, Moran, & 
Patnoe-Woodley, 2011), including transportation (Green & Brock, 2000), 
identification (Cohen, 2001), narrative engagement (Busselle & Bilandzic, 
2009), perceived realism (Cho, Shen, & Wilson, 2012), and enjoyment. 
To assess the effects of emotional flow and engagement on persuasion, 
beliefs about organic cigarettes were measured using items based on real- 
world misbeliefs about organic tobacco (Gratale, Sangalang, Maloney, & 
Cappella, 2019). All were measured on a seven-point scale (strongly dis-
agree to strongly agree).

The main challenge we faced was the need to measure whether or not 
participants experienced emotional flow in response to emotional shifts in 
the text. For that purpose, we designed a measurement procedure that 
could measure whether readers noticed the emotional states and shifts the 
characters went through, and whether they experienced these emotions 
themselves. We detail the procedure here for others to adopt it in future 
studies. First, participants were asked: “As the story moved from begin-
ning to end, I felt…” (1: a lot more hopeful to 5: a lot less hopeful). The 
same was asked about happiness, anger, fear, surprise, and disgust. This 
question does not measure emotional shift in just any direction, but rather 
specific emotional shifts consistent with the story participants read. Next, 
the participants were asked the same series of questions for each emotion 
for the narrator (e.g., “As the story moved from beginning to end, the 
narrator (the main female character) felt”) and for Eric (e.g., “As the story 
moved from beginning to end, Eric felt…”). Last, and important for our 
analysis, participants were asked for each emotion (happiness, anger, etc.), 
“Thinking again about your own experience, how did you feel at the end 
of the story” with answers ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 
(strongly agree).

WhaT We found

For brevity, we keep the technical details of our analysis here to a mini-
mum. Interested readers may obtain the full analysis from the authors. 
First, we learned that readers were able to identify the emotions and shifts 
the characters went through. For example, participants who read the 
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angry ending story indicated that the character was angrier at the end of 
the story than at its beginning. Readers of the angry story were also more 
likely to indicate the narrator was angry at the end than readers of stories 
in other conditions. As expected, participants in different conditions did 
not report different emotional states for Eric’s character (congruent with 
the fact that his character did not change emotions in any of the stories).

Second, we found that readers who strongly identified with the narra-
tor also tended to share her emotional states. For example, participants 
reading the angry ending version reported feeling higher levels of anger at 
the end (M = 3.3, SD = 1.2) than those reading the No-Correction story 
(M = 2.3, SD = 1.5), and this difference was statistically significant (p < .01). 
Similar patterns were found for other emotions (e.g., the condition where 
the narrator expressed sadness at the end yielded more sad responses from 
readers than the No-Correction story). Those reading stories with no 
emotional shift expressed higher levels of happiness and hope, consistent 
with the narrator’s emotions in these stories.

Third, as opposed to our theoretical expectations, we found no effect 
of emotional shifts on reported engagement with the story or the charac-
ters. Specifically, there were no differences between conditions on trans-
portation, identification, or narrative engagement. Results were virtually 
the same when we looked at differences between specific conditions (e.g., 
sad ending vs angry ending) or when we collapsed conditions and broadly 
compared stories with and without emotional shifts. In sum, this essential 
piece of the emotional flow hypothesis was not supported despite reports 
that showed readers’ emotions varied in predictable ways. Variation in 
emotion was not associated with variation in engagement.

Fourth, we examined story effects on beliefs about organic tobacco. 
Multiple regression analysis, controlling for different types of engagement 
as well as demographics, showed that narrative engagement was the stron-
gest predictor of story-consistent beliefs (β = .6, all reported effects were 
significant, p < .01). However, against expectations, other variables in the 
model predicted beliefs that were less consistent with the story (i.e., more 
positive toward organic tobacco), including transportation (β = -.4), iden-
tification (β = -.2), and enjoyment (β = -.3). The variables explained 57.3% 
of the variance in beliefs. These surprising results, and more importantly, 
the lack of significant relationships between emotional shifts and engage-
ment, led us to design a follow-up study.

In the second study, we tried to understand why emotional shifts did 
not enhance engagement and why engagement tended to increase 
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pro-organic tobacco beliefs. For the former, we attempted to bolster the 
manipulation of emotional shifts. In our first study, the narrator expressed 
one discrete emotion at the end of the story. In the second study, we cre-
ated stories that ended either with no emotional shift or with a shift that 
was expressed by a combination of negative emotions (angry, sad, and 
fearful reactions). To address the surprising direction of effects on beliefs, 
we tested whether participants in our first study who strongly identified 
with the narrator expressed more pro-organic tobacco beliefs due to vicar-
ious cognitive dissonance beliefs (Bandura, 1986; Festinger, 1962). In 
short, the narrator in our original study accepted Eric’s suggestion and 
smoked with him. Readers who strongly identified with her were perhaps 
inclined to dismiss the arguments against organic tobacco to justify her 
behavior or avoid feeling uncomfortable with her misguided behavior. 
This concern is particularly important in the context of health EE mes-
sages, where the behavior depicted is highly relevant and consequential to 
readers (O’Keefe, 2013). In our case, the plausibility of dissonance is espe-
cially high since the readers were smokers themselves.

As opposed to the first study, in the second study participants (national 
sample of 586 smokers, 347 females; 500 whites, 230 college graduates 
between the ages of 18 and 65, M = 46.6, SD = 12.2) were randomly 
assigned to one of six conditions, all of which were edited variations of the 
narrative used in the first study. In half of the conditions, the narrator 
accepted Eric’s offer and smoked with him. In the other half she politely 
refused and waited for him to return from the smoking break. For each of 
these stories (smoking and not-smoking options) we wrote three versions: 
one where the health misinformation is not corrected, one where it is cor-
rected without emotional reaction from the narrator, and one where the 
narrator expresses the combined strong negative emotions. We also modi-
fied the belief scale a bit to be more consistent with the exact beliefs 
expressed in the story by Eric.

The results of the second study were largely similar to those of the first. 
Once again, we found no significant differences between stories with and 
without emotional shifts on identification or transportation. In addition, 
our speculation that the surprising effects of engagement on beliefs was 
due to the narrator modeling the negative smoking behavior was not sup-
ported, as analysis showed no differences on beliefs between participants 
in the modeling (M = 3.6, SD = .1) and no-modeling (M = 3.7, SD = .1) 
conditions. Modeling did not influence the relationship between emo-
tional shifts and engagement (i.e., there was no interaction between the 

7 THE EMOTIONAL FLOW HYPOTHESIS IN ENTERTAINMENT-EDUCATION… 



114

two). On average, as was the case in the first study, we found that partici-
pants who reported higher levels of transportation also reported more 
positive beliefs (β = .2) toward natural tobacco products (i.e., beliefs that 
were less consistent with the story, though the effect was small and 
explained only a little of the variance in beliefs about organic tobacco). 
Last, we found no evidence that emotional shifts affected engagement and 
then engagement affected beliefs (i.e., no evidence for mediation).

In short, the results of both of our studies failed to support the argu-
ment that emotional shifts increase engagement with the plot or charac-
ters, and that engagement, in turn, increases story-consistent beliefs. This 
conclusion was supported by the fact that our participants did notice the 
emotional changes the character went through, and also reported going 
through emotional changes themselves. The results and conclusions were 
virtually the same when using discrete emotions and a combined negative 
emotion and whether the narrator did or did not smoke with Eric.

lessons leaRned and besT PRacTices

The emotional flow hypothesis may ultimately be a useful approach for 
making EE stories more engaging and persuasive. However, at this time, 
empirical evidence from experiments, including the two reported in this 
chapter, fails to provide support for its feasibility and effectiveness, at least 
in short textual stories. Our findings could shed light on some challenges 
that need to be taken into consideration in future attempts to implement 
emotional shifts in EE stories and point toward several possible solutions.

First, the manipulation and measurement of emotional shifts and flows 
is complicated and requires particular attention and care. For manipula-
tion, we opted to use explicit expressions of emotional states. While our 
readers were able to successfully report noticing these changes, it could be 
the case that the explicit nature of emotions limited their effectiveness. EE 
content designers may opt in the future to deliver emotional shifts through 
“showing, and not telling.” As for measurement, we suggested a stream-
lined procedure for measuring multiple aspects of the flow, including eval-
uation of whether readers noticed what emotional shifts the characters 
experienced, and whether they themselves experienced them too, which 
could be used in future studies. Yet, our findings, as well as other’s 
(McAllister, 2020), suggest emotional flow within short EE texts may not 
be useful, and at times even detrimental. It could be the case that emo-
tional shifts and flows are necessary to hold audiences’ attention over 
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90-minute movies or 400-page books, but that the same effect is absent 
when reading a 1000-word story. These studies suggest that for short 
stories the use of a single, consistent emotion actually increases engage-
ment and persuasion. Our ancillary analyses (not detailed here) suggested 
these stories are experienced as more realistic than those including emo-
tional shifts in a shorter space. Emotional shifts may therefore need to be 
reserved for longer messages. Longer stories may require more than one 
emotional shift (as used here) to maintain audiences’ attention. We believe 
that studies relying on longer texts will need to develop different measure-
ment tools, and perhaps replace our one-time measurement at the end of 
the story with assessments of emotional experiences in multiple points 
throughout the narrative.

A second challenge is determining the order and direction of the emo-
tional shift. In our study, the story first invoked hope, which was then 
replaced with negative emotions. This emotional shift, at least in our stud-
ies, did not yield increased engagement and persuasion. Other researchers 
managed to achieve more persuasive results with stories shifting from 
negative emotions to positive ones (e.g., using the restorative narrative 
structure, see Fitzgerald et al., 2019). However, not all studies using simi-
lar shifts replicated; McAllister (2020) showed an advantage for single- 
emotion stories over restorative ones. While the shift from negative to 
positive emotions seems more promising at the moment, more research is 
needed to further support this recommendation.

A third challenge stems from the fact that EE stories often introduce 
multiple main characters, some of which may experience different and 
even contradicting emotions. In one of the earliest EE frameworks, the 
Sabido Methodology proposes EE narratives are successful when they 
contain characters modeling different positive, negative, and transitional 
journeys (Poindexter, 2004). For example, in our story, some readers, 
especially smokers who have a motivation to believe organic cigarettes are 
healthier, may have identified with the male character, Eric, and not with 
the female narrator. To ensure readers are being influenced by the intended 
and not by other unintended emotional arcs, EE practitioners should take 
steps to promote identification with the protagonist and not with other 
characters. In our study we did so using first-person perspective that was 
found to focus identification on the narrator (de Graaf et al., 2012). Other 
researchers manipulated the background information and history of char-
acters (Tal-Or & Cohen, 2010) and similarity (Kim, Shi, & Cappella, 2016).
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Finally, practitioners implementing emotional flows should consider a 
few ethical implications. Even though we debriefed participants at the end 
of the study and provided them with additional information about the 
detrimental health effects of organic tobacco, misinformation studies sug-
gest the exposure to misleading information may cause harm even if fol-
lowed by a correction (Lewandowsky, Ecker, Seifert, Schwarz, & Cook, 
2012). Some of our findings supported that worrisome notion. In addi-
tion, EE practitioners should consider the ethical implications of manipu-
lating audiences’ emotional states. As evident from prior attempts to 
manipulate emotions, such as in the infamous case of a recent Facebook 
experiment (Kramer, Guillory, & Hancock, 2014), people are enraged 
and hurt when learning their emotions were played with by researchers. 
Once again, we recommend EE researchers and practitioners to practice 
respect and compassion toward audiences’ emotions when crafting such 
stories.

Emotional flow remains a promising, if currently under-explored, vehi-
cle for increasing the effectiveness of EE stories. If supported empirically 
through additional research, emotional flow could become a staple of 
future EE stories. In the meantime, however, existing data offer only lim-
ited support for this intriguing idea, at least in the context of relatively 
short, text-based EE stories.
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