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PERSUASIVE EFFECTS OF A FILM WITH DIFFERENT ENDINGS: AN EMPIRICAL INVESTIGATION 
0. Introduction

Research on the effects of entertainment is more relevant than ever before since, as Singhal and Rogers point out (2002: 119), “Never before in history has so much entertainment been so readily accessible to so many people for so much of their leisure time.”

The influence of this constantly accessible entertainment in the beliefs of the audience has been sufficiently proven, (see Green, Strange and Brock 2002 for a complete overview), not only as priming effects but also as cultivation effects (Shrum et al., 2004). Given the daily exposure to entertainment media, the study of the effects of entertainment on beliefs should be emphasized. 

So far the bonds between entertainment and beliefs cannot clearly be established because the processes involved in this relation still remain unknown. Despite the fact that in this decade media psychology researchers have begun to identify the mediating variables in entertainment media effects concerning persuasion (Green, Garst and Brock, 2004 and Slater, Rouner and Long, 2006), no theoretical model has yet been consolidated in this area.

Seeing that the objective of the research carried out consisted of the effects of two different endings of the same film, this research may also be of interest to scholars of interactive filmmaking, -where the viewer may choose the outcome of some turning points or even the ending of the film-, a possible standard format in decades to come. 
1. Goals of the Research
The goal of our research was twofold: to test some mediating variables that affect persuasion through fiction, and to evaluate the effects of an alteration of the ending of a film on its persuasive effects.


The first goal was to verify the influence in belief changes of two mediating variables that proved relevant in similar researches: identification and empathy to protagonists and induced cognitive activity.
As to the first variable, there have been important debates over the status and usefulness of the phenomena of empathy and identification. Since both phenomena are the consequence of the spectator having found an emotional closeness with characters, and given that empathy cannot be absent in the process of identification (Cohen 2006: 194) both concepts were considered together in our research, to reflect the level of engagement that a spectator feels towards characters. 

Including the variable Identification with Characters in our research was necessary, since there is enough evidence to support the idea that identification with characters affects attitudes and behavior intentions, (Slater and Rouner, 2002; Sood 2002; Kincaid 2002) and that it plays a mediating role in the impact of attitudes and beliefs (Slater 2002a).

           As to the induced cognitive processing, it was taken into account in our research despite the deficiencies of the Elaboration Likelihood Model (ELM, Petty and Cacioppo, 1986) in fiction and the studies that minimize the importance of cognitive processing, (Prentice and Gerrig, 1999, and Gilbert, 1991). 
The reasons for considering the cognitive processing as a mediating variable were two. Firstly, the support of previous research on fiction short films conducted by Igartua and Lopes (2002), who designed an experiment on fiction short films about AIDS in which the cognitive activity of viewers proved relevant in persuasion. Secondly, our expectation that a unsatisfactory outcome of the film would raise the need for cognitive activity of the audience, as explained before, which could make this factor relevant.
The second goal of our research was to evaluate the persuasive effects in the audience’s beliefs produced by the polarity of the ending of a dramatic film. By polarity of the ending is meant its satisfactory or unsatisfactory nature regarding the expectations of the viewer, -which tend to match those of the protagonist of the film, if his decisions are considered morally acceptable-. (Zillmann, 1991). 

Given that in this film the main character takes a clear stand on a moral issue in line with which he does not lie to his wife under any circumstance, the intention was to test whether the audience would be more persuaded of his position if the ending were in his favor, than if it were otherwise. 

As to the general effects of fiction on beliefs, the contributions and researches by Green and Brock (2002) and Slater (2002b) support its highly persuasive potential, given the special conditions of immersion and transportation of the viewer and the interruption of his ability to counterargue. Therefore, and since the film takes a clear stand in favor of sincerity, persuasive effects on the beliefs of the audience with regard to sincerity were to be expected.

As to the importance of the ending of a film, as a popular saying among screenwriters goes, “the ending defines the message”, since the final achievement or failure to achieve the goal is what proves the character right or wrong. That is also the reason why the ending of a film has always been a priority for censors, who would allow the evil behavior of main characters, as long as a dramatic end made them pay for their misbehavior.

Accepting the ending as a key element in the construction of the message of a film, we may consequently expect differences in its persuasive effects just by changing the polarity of that ending.

Other possible effects of the polarity of the ending that will be evaluated are a variation in the levels of identification with the main characters and differences in the amount of cognitive processing of the audience, which will be developed next.

As to the possible correlation between ending and identification, despite the lack of theoretical background, it was presumed that the satisfactory or unsatisfactory outcome of the protagonist’s goal would have an impact on the audience’s level of identification, given the winner-oriented dominant values of our society.

On the possible variations of the amount of cognitive processing due to the polarity of the ending, Schank and Berman’s work (2002) provides some insight. These authors postulated that a failure in the expectations of the viewer would lead to a need to elaborate a satisfactory explanation. For this reason, we presumed that an unsatisfactory ending could lead to more cognitive activity and this could also affect persuasion. That is, a disappointed audience could undergo cognitive processing to deal with their discomfort, and thus, the persuasive effect of the film could vary.
2. Procedure

The British film Separate Lies (Fellowes, 2005) was chosen for its realistic qualities and for three practical reasons:

As to its realistic qualities, the film is an excellent updated adaptation of the 1951 novel A Way Through the Wood by Nigel Balchin, portraying the marital and moral problems of an upper class London couple. The subtlety of the problems raised in the plot, -unfaithfulness, insincerity and deceit- and the realistic and unbiased characterization of the protagonists allows spectators to build their own opinion on the main characters’ moral stand.
Beyond its realism in plot and characterization, we chose this British film for three reasons:

The first is that the film explores the moral dilemmas of lies, and each of the main characters takes a clear stand (James never lies to his wife, Anne lies to him remorsefully and Bill lies to everyone remorselessly).
The second reason is that the plot of the film has a late turning point which allowed development of two polarized endings to the viewers’ expectations. 
Thirdly, it was fairly unknown to the Spanish audience since, to enable manipulation of the ending, the viewers should not have seen the film before. The editing procedure for development of the two opposing versions is as follows: 

Separate Lies explores the drift of a couple in which the wife is unfaithful and a liar, while the husband is incapable of lying. Towards the end, he has the possibility of saving their relationship by lying to her, but by being completely honest with her, he loses her. (Ending #1, manipulated to be unsatisfactory) 

Some months later, after both reconsider their points of view, they meet again and make up, thus creating a stronger bond. (Ending # 2, not manipulated and satisfactory) 

Both groups were asked after the experiment if they had detected any manipulation and all the responses were negative.

3. Hypothesis


We formulated three hypotheses which established that the polarity of the ending of the film (satisfactory or unsatisfactory) would have effects on belief variations, on the levels of identification with the main character and on the induced cognitive processing:

As to belief variations, we hypothesized that the beliefs of the audience regarding the subject of the film (lies) would come closer to the position taken by the main character (H1). That is, after watching the film, the audience should agree more with the stand taken by James which is, “don’t lie to your wife under any circumstances”. 

Given the importance of success in our culture, we assumed that the achievement of the main character’s goals would positively affect the viewers’ identification with him, –and his failure would affect it negatively- (H2). 

On the subject of the induced cognitive processing we would expect a greater cognitive activity in the group watching the unsatisfactory ending (H3). The viewer wishes for a satisfactory ending for the protagonist as long as he is morally upright (Rapp and Gerrig, 2006), and a failure in his expectations (the expectations of the audience too) would lead to an increase in cognitive processing (Schank and Berman, 2002). 

Two hypotheses were postulated regarding the mediating nature of the identification with main characters and the cognitive processing in belief changes:
It was presumed that given that the main character takes a clear moral stand for absolute sincerity, a greater identification with the main character would lead to a stronger change in beliefs to match his (H4).

Due to the previously explained contributions regarding cognitive processing, it was expected that under a disappointing ending cognitive activity may arise and act as a mediator thus leading to a stronger change in beliefs (H5). 


Two groups of 39 and 40 students majoring in communication participated in this experiment. The research was carried out in universities different from those of the researchers’ and the students involved had no previous knowledge of the nature or purpose of the experiment. The groups were homogenous in age and distribution 
 as well as in gender percentages
. 
The following questionnaire on the theme of the film –sincerity in love relationships- was distributed before the projection of the film:
	Table 1:             Wording of Items on Beliefs

	1. There should be no secrets between a couple

	2. Hiding something important from one’s spouse is just like lying

	3. There are important issues regarding which it is convenient to lie about to one’s spouse

	4.It is better not to know the nasty details regarding one’s spouse

	5. In order to make a love relationship work, one needs to be completely sincere


After the screenings, the same questionnaire, accompanied by a series of items with a Likert scale, was handed out to evaluate the identification with main characters and the amount of cognitive processing.

To evaluate the identification with the main characters, five items from the Scale of Identification and Empathy with Protagonists (see table 2) by Igartua and Paez, (1998) were used, plus a scale for the three main characters reading “On a scale of 1 to 10 points, assess your level of identification with the following characters:”.
This scale was used previously in similar researches with films (Soto-Sanfiel, 2010 and Muñiz, 2008) and was chosen for its satisfactory internal consistency.
	Table 2     Wording of Items from the Scale of Identification and Empathy with Protagonists by Igartua and Paez (1998)

	I liked the way the main characters are or act.

	I tried to see things from the characters’ point of view.

	I felt the emotions that the characters felt.

	I imagined how I would act if I was in the same situation as the characters.

	I felt “as if I was one of the characters”.


To measure the amount of cognitive processing, four items from the Cognitive Elaboration Scale (see table 3) were used. The scale was developed and used in similar experiments with film audiences (Igartua and Paez, 1997, Igartua and Muñiz 2005 and Soto-Sanfiel, 2010), and the results were satisfactory.
	Table 3      Wording of Items from the Cognitive Elaboration Scale by Igartua and Muñiz (2005)

	I tried to draw conclusions about the main subject of the film.

	I reflected on the subject of the film.

	I thought about the situation and motivations of the characters.

	I tried to see how the plot of the film relates to subjects that interest me.


4. Results

An alpha level of 0.05 was used for all statistical tests.

Film endings and Belief Variations (H1)

The reception of this film brought about small changes in all evaluated beliefs
, whose sign and intensity vary according to the type of ending shown, as referred next.

Intragroup Comparisons:

In both versions there was an increase in the valuation of sincerity, as was expected.
 Moreover, precisely in the version with the satisfactory ending the change in the appreciation of sincerity was higher. 

Between Group Comparisons:

The results arising from comparing both groups were even more interesting, since two data with diverging tendencies and statistical significance were obtained (Figure 1) which allow us to state that with the satisfactory version the opposition to secrecy intensified, while it diminished with the unsatisfactory ending. 

Figure 1:

[image: image1.png]BELIEF # 1: "THERE SHOULD BE NO SECRETS BETWEEN A COUPLE"

4,2
4,15

. \ ~ — — SATISFACTORY
41 - ENDING

-

4,05 -
. -7 TN UNSATISFACTORY

\ ENDING
3,95
5 N

39

3,85

38 T ,
INITIAL BELIEF 1 FINAL BELIEF 1





Similar results were obtained regarding the item “In order to make a love relationship work, one needs to be completely sincere”
. Since both results are consistent, it can be stated that the satisfactory or unsatisfactory nature of the outcome of the film moderates the persuasive effect of the “total sincerity policy” expressed by the protagonist.
Figure 2:
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Belief changes and Induced Cognitive Processing (H5)

Cognitive processing played a mediating role in persuasion, but only when the outcome of the film was unsatisfactory. 
 That is, the unsatisfactory ending led to more cognitive activity which led to stronger changes in beliefs.

Belief changes and Identification (H4)

The data show that identification with main characters also affected belief changes in both versions. These correlations also proved extremely logical in every case. For example, a high figure in the identification with “sincere James” is correlated to a positive variation of the belief “There should be no secrets between a couple”, while a high identification with “Anne the unfaithful wife” is associated with a negative variation. (Table 4)
	TABLE 4:  STATISTICALLY SIGNIFICANT CORRELATIONS (p ≤ 0.05) BETWEEN BELIEF VARIATIONS AND IDENTIFICATION ITEMS
	Identification with  

JAMES
	tIdentificacion with  

ANNE
	Identificacion with 

BILL

	Variation 1. There should be no secrets between a couple
	β=.139 R2=12% 
p=.034 (1)
	β= -.127 R2=13%
p=0.02

(2)
	

	Variation 3. There are important issues regarding which it is convenient to lie about to one’s spouse.
	
	β=.191 
R2=19%

p-=.005

(2)
	

	Variation 4. It is better not to know the nasty details regarding one’s spouse
	
	
	β=.22

R2=29%

p=.00

(2)


(1) UNSATISFACTORY ENDING
(2) SATISFACTORY ENDING     (R² is explained variance)
Film endings and Identification (H2)

The satisfactory or unsatisfactory resolution of the film influenced the levels of identification with the protagonists. Even though in both versions the viewer identifies more with the morally most praiseworthy character, -as pointed out by Zillmann in his Affective Disposition Theory of 1980-, identification towards faithful husband James diminishes in the version in which he fails to keep his wife from leaving him. 
 

This result would imply that identification with a character does not only depend on his morality, but also on his success in achieving goals.
Film endings and Induced Cognitive Processing (H3)

The results show that the projection of the film with the unsatisfactory ending has given rise to more cognitive activity, probably because it delivers a shocking and disappointing ending that the viewer needs to process, as suggested by Schank and Berman (2002). 

5. Discussion
Obviously, the following conclusions drawn from the results apply only to the specific category of the research group. The experiment should be carried out on other different population groups to consider them conclusive.

Ideally, the experiment should have taken place in a regular screening of any film theater, but Separate Lies was no longer showing commercially. It must be admitted that the experiment was carried out in laboratory conditions, which may have affected the spontaneity of the subjects in the processing of the film and its effects. 

The results obtained show new evidence for the study of persuasive effect of entertainment media, since it can be concluded that the polarity of the ending (satisfactory vs. unsatisfactory) has affected the sign and intensity of some belief changes, the degree of identification with characters, and the amount of cognitive processing. 

As expected, beliefs veered more in the direction of the main character’s stand when he achieved his goal (satisfactory ending), and the level of identification with him changed depending on whether he succeeded or failed.

Positive results of the protagonist’s stand seem to be crucial to obtain a high level of identification with him and thus, to achieve persuasion. However identification was not only linked to success, since the most upright character was also the one with whom the audience identified more, even when he failed to achieve his goal. 

On the same note, the different endings did not affect the general moral of the film: in both versions the audiences experienced belief changes contrary to lying, although the endings caused differences regarding the need for absolute sincerity.

As to the amount of cognitive processing, the unsatisfactory ending gave rise to more cognitive activity, thereby providing an empirical proof of Schank and Berman’s (2002) theoretical contribution.

Although no similar studies about the influence of the ending of a film in its persuasive potential could be found to contrast our research, the results indicate that the polarity of the ending affects identification with characters and the amount of cognitive processing of viewers, thus altering persuasion. 

It was then concluded that the resolution of the film seems to be a relevant factor in the efficacy of its persuasive ambitions.

As to the variables causing the changes in beliefs, it can be concluded that they have occasionally been influenced by the levels of identification with characters and in the unsatisfactory version, by the amount of cognitive processing. 

The results showing the influence of the identification with the main characters confirmed our expectations, matching other similar studies in the field (Cohen 2001, Slater 2002a).
Cognitive processing did not act as an inhibitor of belief changes, but as a mediating variable in the unsatisfactory version. This result questions many of the already cited previous researches in which cognitive activity was proved to be irrelevant, (Prentice and Gerrig, 1999, and Gilbert, 1991), probably because the need for the viewers to confront unease did not arise.

However, these results should be properly noted since they may imply that the outcome of the film may affect its final processing: a satisfactory outcome would not affect the usual peripheral processing of a film, whereas an unsatisfactory ending could lead to a final central processing of the film in order to draw conclusions after the projection.

If this hypothesis is proved right, the nature of the ending of a narrative would play a significant role in the routing of the cognitive processing of a film. The currently available models of persuasion through fiction do not address this issue, though it may prove to be crucial.

These results show new evidence that suggests that any model of persuasion through fiction may need to include some evaluation of the cognitive processing, especially if the exposed narrative is given an unsatisfactory resolution.

As to the multiple effects of the ending on identification, cognitive activity and persuasion, they should probably not come as a surprise to producers conducting screening tests, who are said to constantly state the need for a happy end.
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� (G1 M= 21,82 and G2 M=21.36, α=.1)


� (G1 28% male and G2 31%)


� M=.49 SD= .30 in the Likert scale with a maximum variation of 4 points.


� Shown by a negative variation of the item “There are important issues regarding which it is convenient to lie about to one’s spouse”. (Using the Student T statistic, for the satisfactory ending version  Mean= -.375,  SE= 0.13  p=.009 and for the unsatisfactory one Mean= -.28 , SE=.12  p=.032).


� It showed a significant positive variation of  M=,30 in the item “In order to make a love relationship work, one needs to be completely sincere” (SE=.089  p= .002)


� A positive belief variation of the item “There should be no secrets between a couple” (M=.125, SE=.109) took place in the satisfactory ending version, while in the unsatisfactory version, the variation was negative (M=-.231, SE=.13, F(1,77)= 1.607 p=.039).


� The variation was positive with the satisfactory ending, (M=.30 SE=.09) while it was negative in the case of the unsatisfactory ending (M= -.051, SE=.11,  F(1,77)=.069, p=0.019) See Figure 2


� Considering the covariability of the cognitive activity and the belief variations through the ANCOVA procedure, it was established that covariabilities are only to be found in the version with the unsatisfactory ending. The item “There should be no secrets between a couple” correlated with “I reflected on the subject of the film” (β= -.34; p= .012; R2=16% explained variance), while the item “It is better not to know the nasty details regarding one’s spouse” correlated with “I tried to draw conclusions about the main subject of the film” (β= .33 ;p= .019; R2=14% explained variance).





� Identification with James SATISFACTORY ENDING M=5.88 SE=.39 UNSATISFACTORY ENDING M=4.87 SE=.31 (p=.05 ). Identification with Anne   SATISFACTORY ENDING M=3.68 SE=.31 UNSATISFACTORY ENDING M=2.38 SE=.28 (p=.003)





� The parameter of global cognitive activity –the sum of the four related items- shows an average of 14 over 20 for the nunsatisfactory ending (SE=.45), while for the satisfactory ending it shows just 12.7  (SE=.44; F(1,77)=.458;  p=0.05). 





