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Abstract 

Two-hundred-seven individuals participated in a 2 (Race) x 2 (Sex) x 2 (Expression) x 4 (Title) 

experiment examining perceptions of fright in horror video games and selective exposure. 

Results indicate that character expression is a meaningful cue of a video game’s horror content. 

We examined identification with a character on perceptions of horror. We discuss results for 

selective exposure in the context of social identity theory and implications of monadic vs. 

observation-based identification with characters. 

Keywords: video games, horror, facial expression, identification, sensation seeking, 

selective exposure, fear 
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A Look of Horror:  Perceptions of Frightening Content Based on Character Expression 

 

 The past decade has been a period of revival for the horror genre. Video games, which 

boast both a thriving mainstream (e.g., the Dead Space series) and an acclaimed indie (e.g., 

LIMBO) presence, provide consumers an engaging and active form of terror entertainment. 

Although the horror genre certainly exists in markets both on television and in film, in video 

games players actively take on the role of victim or survivor. Whether assuming this role affects 

perceptions or selection of content intended to frighten is unexplored. The goal of the present 

study was to examine how individuals perceived frightening content and whether those 

perceptions influenced subsequent selective exposure to frightening video games.   

 Horror offers a unique look into how people perceive the suffering or overcoming of 

others. Existing disposition-based frameworks developed by Zillmann and his colleagues provide 

a basis of understanding for why some individuals enjoy aversive content. In short, we enjoy it 

when liked characters experience positive outcomes and disliked characters experience negative 

outcomes. In horror media, though, the characters we like are often the individuals experiencing 

negative outcomes without the redeeming “happy ending” enjoyed by characters in other genres 

of media. Furthermore, video game environments present a curious situation because the “other” 

who is suffering may merge with the player herself. That shift in the observed “other” to the self 

may change the experience of the player. Klimmt, Hefner, and Vorderer (2009) describe this 

experience as one of monadic identification. When interactivity enters into the mix, individuals 

lose a sense of themselves to some degree. If this happened in a fear evoking circumstance, 

increased identification with a character might heighten fear.  
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 The appeal of this heightened fear is important for two reasons. First, some debate within 

the video games industry has centered on whether or not video games can be as frightening as 

non-interactive media (e.g., films). The second reason that this appeal is important is because of 

its impact on selective exposure. The goal of the current study, therefore, was to increase our 

understanding of the processes involved in perceptions of mediated fear. Presumably, a better 

understanding of these processes would aid in understanding how and why horror video games 

do or do not create frightening experiences. Another aim of this study was to further our 

understanding of why frightening content might be appealing in a video game context. 

Specifically, we sought to understand whether variables such as player sex and sensation seeking 

are relevant in selecting horror video games as researchers have found in non-interactive media. 

Literature Review 

Perceptions of fear 

As social beings, we look to others as a cue for fear. Zillmann (1991) proposes that 

empathic concern for another may come in response to facially or bodily expressed cues of 

emotion just as easily as it may come from receipt of verbal information. Recent work examining 

physiological responses to facial, vocal, and bodily expressions of fear supports Zillmann’s 

notion (Magnée, Stekelenburg, Kemner, & de Gelder, 2007). This perspective, often identified as 

embodied cognition, asserts that cognition occurs not only in the brain, but is also highly 

informed by the rest of the physical body of an individual. Because fear is a vital emotion, one 

that we both evolved to inherit from our predecessors and learn through experience (Ӧhman & 

Mineka, 2001), it has a strong connection to embodied experience. Furthermore, an increasingly 

substantial body of research supports the notion that we respond to media as we would if we 

encountered the depictions outside of media (Reeves & Nass, 1996). This principle, known as 
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the media equation, suggests that because the long evolution of the human brain has prepared us 

to respond to real environments rather than non-real (i.e., mediated) ones, human reactions to 

media presentations are equal to those in real life.  

Although video games certainly qualify as media environments in which we expect tenets 

of the media equation to hold, these environments may alter content presentation in a way that 

diminishes fear perception. For instance, when players take control of their characters in video 

games, they often view the surrounding environment either from over-the-should, in a “third-

person” point of view, or through the eyes of the character, in a “first-person” point of view. 

Both of these points of view reduce the emotional information conveyed to the player. Another 

issue specific to video games is that non-playable characters are often somewhat static during 

gameplay. Although some video game titles such as Naughty Dog’s The Last of Us utilize 

dynamic characters with acclaimed visual design and emotion instantiation (Moriarty, 2013), 

games featuring this type of content are currently the minority. Whether or not these emotional 

displays in horror video games actually trigger fright in players, though, is still in question. 

When perceiving another individuals’ frightened expression, an embodied reaction occurs 

partially because the perceiver simulates the expression themselves (Goldman & Sripada, 2005). 

Indeed, Neal and Chartrand (2010) found that those without the ability to recreate an expression 

were significantly impaired in emotion perception. It stands, then, that presenting media 

depictions of individuals who appear frightened would elicit a fright response in the perceiver. 

Art on the cover of game boxes, advertisements, or concept art could convey a character’s 

experience or plight independent of the game play itself. Based on these premises, we propose 

our first hypotheses: 
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H1: Individuals will perceive video games as more frightening when covers depict 

frightened characters than when covers depict brave characters. 

Cohen (2001) argues that increased senses of identification involve the media viewer in 

such a way that the viewer loses herself and takes on the character’s perspective. Building from 

Cohen’s conceptualization, Moyer-Guse´ (2008) differentiates similarity with mediated 

characters from identification with them, but acknowledges similarity as a precursor to 

identification. In this sense, we might expect that differences in characters matched sex will 

bolster the gamer’s identification with the character and increase effects. Therefore, our second 

hypothesis states: 

H2: Similarity to the depicted character will moderate perceptions of frightening 

content such that those similar to depicted characters will perceive covers 

containing frightened characters as more frightening than those who are dissimilar 

to the depicted character. 

Existing research indicates that individual differences in dispositional empathy may 

moderate perceptions of frightening content (Hoffner & Levine, 2005; Hoffner, 2009). When 

cued to another’s circumstances in a frightening setting, those higher in empathic propensity may 

incur greater aversive responses than those lower in empathic tendency (Tamborini, 1996). 

Consistent with that argument, Johnston (1995) found that empathy was negatively associated 

with motivation for consuming horror in which the victims “got what they deserved.” 

Essentially, increased empathizing with victims in danger or other fear-inducing states would 

increase perceptions of fear. Therefore, we hypothesized:  
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H3: Empathy will moderate perceptions of frightening content such that those higher 

in empathy will perceive covers containing frightened characters as more 

frightening than will those individuals who are low in empathy. 

Selective exposure to horror 

The art featured on video game covers may indeed communicate whether or not a game’s 

content is frightening. How that information influences selective exposure to frightening content 

is a different matter. Studies generally indicate that females prefer content that features females 

and males prefer content that features males (e.g., Knobloch-Westerwick & Hastall, 2006; 

Oliver, 2000). In the current study, Tajfel’s (1978) social identity theory provides the most 

relevant framework for this phenomenon. Social identity theory argues that membership in a 

social group defines an individual’s self-concept, in part. Because membership in a particular 

group can be an important component of one’s identity, social identity theory also contends that 

individuals maintain a positive view of their in-group (Tajfel, 1978). In terms of media selection, 

depictions of an in-group character (e.g., a same-sex character) as the protagonist of the narrative 

might increase positive feelings about the in-group. 

However, we suggest that the art depicted on the cover of a horror video game might 

complicate the relationship between the perceiver and the portrayed character. Female characters 

might be subject to negative stereotypes such as weakness or incompetence, thus diminishing 

positive social identity for female perceivers. Gender socialization norms dictate that men must 

display courage during frightening situations, whereas women must display fright openly 

(Zillmann & Weaver, 1996). Experimental work has corroborated this notion (Harris et al., 2000; 

Zillmann, Weaver, Mundorf, & Aust, 1986). For instance, Zillmann and his colleagues paired 

opposite-sex couples to watch a horror film. In each pair, one member of the couple was a 
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confederate who acted either consistently with the gender norm (e.g., a brave man) or 

inconsistently with the gender norm (e.g., a brave woman). Following the presentation of the 

film, the participants reported their enjoyment of the film. Consistently, men and women 

reported more enjoyment of the frightening content when the experiment had paired them with a 

partner who responded consistently with the gender norm. 

In consideration of this gender norm and the impact it has on enjoyment of content, we 

might expect that characters need to fulfill the norm for positive reflection on the in-group to 

occur. However, individual differences in motivations for playing and experience taking on the 

role of a video game character could trump these theoretically driven assumptions. For instance, 

an individual might not deem playing the role of a fearless character as enjoyable, if her or his 

intention is to be frightened during game play. On the other hand, if individuals are not interested 

in being frightened, then perhaps taking on the role of a brave character would be a more obvious 

choice. Furthermore, whether or not the content found on a video game cover influences the 

choice in type of character a player chooses to play as is also unclear. Thus, we posed the 

following research questions: 

RQ1: Will the presentation of a character on a video game cover influence selective 

exposure to that game? 

Sensation seeking is an individual difference research has linked to selection of arousing 

media depicting violent content (Slater, 2003), combative sports (McDaniel, 2003), sexually 

explicit content (Schierman & Rowland, 1985), and horror content (Johnston, 1995). Sensation 

seeking involves an individual’s pursuit of varied, novel, complex, or intense experiences 

(Zuckerman, 1994). Theoretically, scholars have linked sensation seeking to selection of horror 

content because of horror’s exhilarating, thrilling nature (Tamborini, Stiff, & Zillmann, 1987). A 
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meta-analysis conducted by Hoffner and Levine (2005) indicated consistent reports of the 

association between greater enjoyment of frightening content and sensation seeking. Although 

enjoyment and selection of horror content are different, early work examining the relationship 

between sensation seeking and selective exposure revealed a similar pattern (Zuckerman & Litle, 

1986). Therefore, in our final hypothesis we predicted: 

H4: High sensation seekers will be more likely to choose horror content than low 

sensation seekers. 

Method 

Participants 

 

 Two hundred seven participants from a large Midwestern university participated in the 

study in exchange for course credit. Participants ranged in age from 18 to 40 years old (M = 

20.65, SD = 2.60). Females (N = 104) represented half of the sample. Caucasians represented the 

majority of the sample (78%) with the remainder of individuals identifying themselves as Asian 

(13%), African-American (3%), Latino (3%), and Other (2%). 

Design 

 We conducted an online, 2 (Character Race) x 2 (Character Sex) x 2 (Character Expression) 

x 4 (Game Title) experiment with character race as the between subjects variable and all other 

variables as within subjects variables. There was not a main effect of character race in terms of 

perceptions of fright for any of the game titles, all F’s < 1, all p’s > .34. Therefore, we did not 

consider this variable in our analyses of perceived fear.  

Materials 

 A graphic designer created templates for four fictional horror video games: Elysium, XIII 

Souls, Risen, and Shadow Fall. Each of the games presented a variety of layouts, color schemes, 
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font styles, and storylines in an effort for generalizability. The designer created the video game 

covers ostensibly for the Xbox 360 console and included logos of current game technology 

developers to increase credibility of the materials. On the cover of each game, the designer 

placed a protagonist character. Additionally, we included a brief paragraph that described the 

game and provided the name of the game’s protagonist. We included this information for two 

reasons. First, this information ensured the participants knew the featured title was a horror 

game. Second, the information enhanced the salience of the character featured on the cover and 

indicated that the character featured was the protagonist. The presentation of the protagonists 

served as the manipulation and varied in sex (Male or Female), facial expression (Scared or 

Brave), and race (African-American or Caucasian). The designer created every combination of 

the variables thus resulting in 32 total stimuli game covers. Participants were randomly assigned 

to see either African-American or Caucasian characters and did not see the other race. They saw 

each of the game titles once and each combination of sex and expression once. Therefore, 

participants saw four stimuli: A Scared Male, a Brave Male, a Scared Female, and a Brave 

Female (see Figure 1). 

[Insert Figure 1 here] 

Measures 

 Demographics. Participants reported their age, sex, and race.  

Video game interest. Individual differences in playing video games might generally 

influence individuals’ selective exposure. Participants reported on five-point, Likert scales their 

video game use by weekdays (1 – I do not play on weekdays to 5 – Five hours or more), video 

game use by weekends (1 – I do not play on weekends to 5 – Five hours or more), and self-

perceived skill (1 – Poor to 5 – Expert). Video game use by weekdays, use by weekends, use by 
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genre, and self-perceived skill were combined and averaged to provide an index for investment 

in playing video games (M = 2.47, SD = .94). Internal reliability of this measure for these data 

was good (observed α = .86). We performed a median split of this index thus creating a nominal 

variable that identified individuals below the mean as low interest gamers and identified those 

above the mean as high interest gamers. 

Empathy. A second individual difference, empathy, may act as a moderator of how 

individuals perceive content and as a variable that influences enjoyment of frightening content 

(Tamborini, Stiff, & Heidel, 1990). Participants responded to two measures assessing different 

dimensions of empathy on seven point, Likert scales (1 – Not at all agree to 7 – Strongly agree). 

The first, Salomonson and Tamborini’s (1994) 11- item empathy measure assessed perspective-

taking and personal sensitivity (observed α = .78). Other work using this as a single dimension 

measure has found similar reliability (see Raney, 2002). The other 11-item measure employed 

was the emotional reactivity subscale of the Empathy Quotient (observed α = .73; Lawrence, 

Shaw, Baker, Baron-Cohen, & David, 2004). These two scales were strongly correlated, r = .56, 

p < .001, and because of our interest in the general effect of empathy we combined these two 

scales into an index of empathy (M = 4.94, SD = .71). Internal reliability for this combined 

measure was good (observed α = .84). Additionally, we performed a median split to identify 

those high in empathy and those low in empathy for use as a moderating, between subjects 

variable in the analyses conducted for H3. 

Sensation seeking. Similarly, evidence indicates that sensation seeking influences 

enjoyment of arousing films (Harris et. al, 2000; Johnston, 1995) and video games (Krcmar & 

Greene, 1999). Participants, therefore, responded on a five-point scale (1 – Strongly disagree to 5 

– Strongly agree) to the eight-item Brief Sensation Seeking Scale (BSSS; Hoyle, Stephenson, 
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Palmgreen, Lorch, and Donohew, 2002). The BSSS assesses four dimensions of sensation 

seeking: desire to do thrilling things, likelihood to engage in illicit behavior, desire for 

experience, and aversion to tedium. Internal reliability for this measure was acceptable (observed 

α = .75). 

Dependent Variables. To assess perceptions of each game after viewing its 

corresponding game cover, we asked participants nine questions to which they responded on a 7-

point scale (1 – Not at all to 7 – Very Much). We asked participants six questions regarding their 

explicit perceptions of the game in terms of how frightening, enjoyable, fun, boring, immersive, 

and intense they believed the game would be (e.g., “How frightening does this game appear to 

be?”). The explicit question regarding fright served as our dependent variable of interest with the 

remaining questions acting as distractors.  

Participants responded to three questions (e.g., “How interested are you in playing this 

game?”) regarding selective exposure on 7-point scales (1 – Not at all to 7 – Very Much). We 

averaged the responses for each stimulus presentation to create four measures of selective 

exposure: Scared Male (observed α = .90), Brave Male (observed α = .88), Scared Female 

(observed α = .89), and a Brave Female (observed α = .90).  

Procedure 

 Participants received course credit in exchange for participation. We provided 

participants with the URL location for the online experiment and allowed them up to two weeks 

to complete the study. Upon arrival at the study website, we informed participants of the 

inclusion of horror content in the study, advised them that they could leave the study at any point 

without penalty, and asked them to provide consent to participate. After providing consent, we 

told participants that they would be answering questions about video games under development 
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for a major game studio and that at the end of the study they would have the opportunity to play 

a demo of one of the games. They then filled out a questionnaire that collected information on 

demographics (e.g., sex, age, race), video game usage, and video game genre preferences. 

Additionally, participants completed the empathy scales. Following this initial section, we 

assigned participants to one of the experimental conditions in which they saw four video game 

covers. After viewing each video game cover, participants answered a brief series of questions 

assessing perceptions of the game. Immediately following exposure to the four game covers, 

participants selected one of the four games they had just viewed to demo. Next, we provided 

participants with images of four characters varied by sex and race to select from as their playable 

character during the demo. Following selection of the character, we informed participants that 

we would not require them to play the game, thoroughly debriefed them, and thanked them for 

their participation. 

Statistical Power 

 We calculated post hoc power for our analyses using the G*Power 3 statistical program 

(Faul, Erdfelder, Lang, & Buchner, 2007). The post hoc power at our observed effect size for the 

within-factor examined in H1 and H3 with an α = .05 was .99. The post hoc power at our 

observed effect size for the within-factor examined for H2 with an α = .05 was .94. 

Results 

 Hypothesis 1 stated that participants would perceive games depicting a frightened 

character on the cover as more frightening than games depicting a brave character on the cover. 

To test this hypothesis we conducted a 2 (Character Sex) x 2 (Facial Expression) repeated 

measures ANOVA with Character Sex and Facial Expression as within subjects factors. The data 

upheld the assumption of sphericity. Results indicated that participants rated the depictions 
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differently, F(1, 203) = 20.54, p < .001, η
2
 = .03. In support of our prediction, the means indicate 

that participants rated games with covers depicting frightened characters as more frightening 

than games with covers depicting brave characters (see Table 1). 

  [Insert Table 1 here] 

 Hypothesis 2 stated that participants would perceive video games as more frightening 

when the covers depicted characters similar to themselves. To test this hypothesis we ran 2 

(Character Sex) x 2 (Facial Expression) repeated measures ANOVAs separately for male and 

female participants. Character Sex and Facial Expression served as within subjects variables. For 

both analyses, the data upheld the assumption of sphericity. We report means and standard 

deviations in Table 2. Results indicated that female participants rated the four depictions 

differently in terms of the character sex, F(1, 100) = 4.01, p = .048, η
2
 = .01 and expression, F(1, 

100) =9.63, p = .002, η
2
 = .03. The interaction of character sex and expression was not 

significant, F(1, 100) = 2.49, p = .12, η
2
 = .008. In support of our prediction, the means indicate 

that female participants rated games with covers depicting female characters as more frightening 

than games with covers depicting male characters (see Figure 2). 

 [Insert Figure 2 here] 

Results indicated that male participants did not rate the depictions differently in terms of the 

character sex, F(1, 102) .31, p = .58, η
2
 = .001. Expression maintained a main effect for male 

participants, F(1, 102) = 11.19, p = .001, η
2
 = .03. The interaction of character sex and 

expression was not significant, F(1, 102) = .002, p = .96, η
2
 = .000. For male participants, the 

data did not support of our prediction. 

 [Insert Table 2 here] 
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Hypothesis 3 stated that empathy would moderate perceptions of fear. To test Hypothesis 

3 we performed a 2 (Character Sex) x 2 (Facial Expression) x 2 (Empathy) repeated measures 

ANOVAs. Again, Character Sex and Facial Expression were within subjects variables. We 

entered Empathy as a between subjects variable. Contrary to our prediction, no significant 

interactions emerged between Character Sex and Empathy, F(1, 192) = .15, p = .70, η
2
 = .000; 

between Facial Expression and Empathy, F(1, 192) = 2.19, p = .96, η
2
 = .003; or in a three-way 

interaction, F(1, 192) = .073, p = .79, η
2
 = .000. 

Research Question 1 asked if the presentation of the character on a video game cover 

would influence selective exposure to that game. To answer this question we performed a 2 

(Character Sex) x 2 (Facial Expression) x 2 (Game Interest) repeated measures ANOVA with 

Empathy and Sensation Seeking entered as covariates. Character Sex and Facial Expression were 

within subjects variables and Game Interest was a between subjects variable. The data indicated 

no main effects of Character Sex or Facial Expression; however, a main effect emerged for 

Game Interest, F(1, 189) = 22.68, p < .001, η
2
 = .11, with high interest players reporting greater 

overall selective exposure (M = 3.05, SE = .13, 95% CI = 2.80, 3.29) than low interest players (M 

= 2.23, SE = .12, 95% CI = 2.00, 2.46). Further examination of the data indicated a significant 

three-way interaction between Character Sex, Facial Expression, and Game Interest, F(1, 189) = 

6.96, p = .009, η
2
 = .01. As illustrated in Figures 2a and 2b, individuals of high and low interest 

in video games reported a statistically significant differential pattern of preference in what games 

they would like to play. Low interest players reported greater preference for games that featured 

brave males on the cover, but this difference in expression did not emerge for games that 

featured female characters. High interest players, on the other hand, preferred games featuring 

brave females or scared males on the cover. Table 3 provides a detailed report of means.  
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[Insert Table 3 here].  

 Hypothesis 4 stated that high sensation seekers would be more likely to selectively 

expose themselves to horror content than low sensation seekers. To address this hypothesis, we 

first averaged the four separate selective exposure indices used in RQ1 to create a general scale 

of selective exposure (observed α = .81). Because the measure of selective exposure violated 

assumptions of normality, we performed a square root transformation to adjust for positive 

skewness in the data. Next, we performed a bivariate correlation to assess the relationship 

between sensation seeking (M = 3.59, SD = .72) and selective exposure (transformed M = 1.57, 

SD = .03). In accord with our hypothesis, we found a positive correlation between the two 

variables such that as sensation seeking increases so does selective exposure r(200) = .12, p = 

.05, such. 

Discussion 

The presence of characters on the art that accompanies our media provides an opportunity 

to examine how we perceive non-verbal cues and how those cues affect our selection of 

frightening media. In this study, character facial expression and sex served as the primary 

variables of interest. Recognizing emotion in others stems in part from our own recreation of an 

emotional expression (e.g., a facial expression) that we perceive in others (Goldman & Sripada, 

2005). Furthermore, increased similarity (e.g., matched sex) between individuals might enhance 

the salience of such expressions (Weisbuch & Ambady, 2008). Because fear is a particularly 

important emotion, if speaking in terms of survival, it follows that individuals might attend to 

characters visually expressing fear more readily than non-fearful characters. If that were the case, 

the embodied perspective would suggest that the perceiver would engage in a similar expression, 

thus evoking an embodied fright response in her or himself.  
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Although characters appearing on video game covers are static figures, not agentic, 

animated beings, they potentially provide opportunity for enhanced identification because of the 

engaging nature of interactive environments (Klimmt, Hefner, and Vorderer, 2009). These 

depicted characters do not fall into a category of social participants, per se, but we do respond to 

them similarly as we would to people in our own environments (Reeves & Nass, 1996). Our data 

support this notion. Indeed, we found evidence that individuals perceived games with covers 

depicting fearful characters as more frightening than games with non-fearful characters. 

Our findings tell a mixed story regarding the role of similarity in perceptions of fear. 

Female participants indicated that video games featuring female characters were more 

frightening than those featuring males. However, the reverse was not true for male participants. 

Male participants did not find depictions of male characters on game covers as more frightening 

than covers depicting females, as predicted, but neither did they find covers depicting females 

more frightening. As with female participants, there was not a significant interaction for 

character sex and expression. The lack of significant interactions of expression and character sex 

in perceptions of fear is interesting.  

It is unclear why there was not a significant interaction here, but we offer two potential 

explanations. First, it may be that because fear is a salient emotion, sex of the individual 

expressing fear does not matter. Evidence indicates that with fear and anger we bias the 

immediate importance of the threat that caused the expression rather than the opportunity 

presented by the sex of the other (Hofmann, Suvak, & Litz, 2006). We therefore would not 

expect to see differences between males and females in terms of which character (i.e. a male or 

female character) would appear more frightened. The second possibility is that because the 

content we asked our participants to consider was video game related, they engaged in 
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perspective taking. If this occurred, whether or not the character presented was similar to the 

perceiver may have mattered less. In this case, male participants might have considered how they 

would feel if taking on the role of a female character and vice versa for female participants. 

Interestingly, the data did not support our prediction regarding the moderating effect of 

empathy. In part, this may be because fearful expression has survival relevance. In other words, 

we may essentially be observing a floor effect in which even those low in empathy recognize and 

interpret fearful expression. Support exists for this interpretation of our findings. Besel and 

Yuille (2010) presented participants with pictures of affective faces for either brief (50 ms) or 

long (2000 ms) durations and had them identify the expressions as fearful or not. Their findings 

suggest that in brief exposure, levels of empathy may play a role in fear recognition and 

interpretation. However, their results also suggest that in long durations, such as those in our 

study, individuals of lower levels of empathy may use cognitive interpretation of expression to 

compensate for any deficit in emotion recognition.  

Our design does not allow us to say whether this Besel and Yuille’s pattern of findings 

would replicate with exposure to entertainment media. However, it is possible that the robust 

connection between empathy and horror content found in the literature (see Hoffner & Levine, 

2005) may only be important as a determining factor in selective exposure and enjoyment. 

Indeed, our evidence and Besel and Yuille’s taken together suggests that interpreting fear in 

others will occur regardless of an individual’s level of empathy. 

We posed a research question regarding selective exposure to frightening content. We 

asked whether the varying depictions of characters on the covers of video games would influence 

selective exposure to that content. In pursuit of an answer to this question, we found that our 

results for those who had a high interest in playing video games differed from those with a low 
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interest. Specifically, low interest players reported greater preference for games that featured 

brave males as the protagonist whereas those with a high interest in video games preferred games 

featuring brave females or scared males. Using social identity theory, we might have expected 

participants to report the most interest in playing games with covers featuring brave male or 

female characters. Indeed, this was partially the case. However, among high interest video game 

players, participants also expressed interest in playing games featuring scared male protagonists. 

This finding implies that high interest game players may have differing motivations or reasons 

for selecting a video game. These results deserve future exploration in identifying what separates 

the motivations and selection behavior of low and high interest video game players. 

One of those relevant individual difference in motivation for playing horror video games 

is sensation seeking. Our results corroborate existing evidence that those individuals of higher 

sensation seeking consume more arousing video game content (Krcmar & Greene, 1999; Slater, 

2006). Because horror content is often thrilling and exhilarating (Tamborini, Stiff, & Zillmann, 

1987), it makes sense that individuals who interpret such experiences as enjoyable might express 

greater interest in this type of content. 

 A question that arises from our findings is whether what we observed occurred because 

participants were observing the characters or identifying as the characters. If passive observation 

of the depicted characters is driving our findings, then we might assume, as disposition theory 

suggests, that we would enjoy seeing the plight of disliked characters (Zillmann, 2006). 

However, if as Klimmt, Hefner, and Vorderer (2009) suggest our participants reported their 

perceptions based on a more engaged, monadic identification then out results might have broader 

implications for video game play. 
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 Our data do not allow us to draw conclusions as to which of these processes occurred in 

this study. However, there are several possibilities. First, participants may have treated the game 

covers as static representations and might have a different perception of the content if they had 

actually assumed the role of the character by playing one of the games. Another possibility is 

that the participants might have been considering the role of the depicted characters and 

answered as if they had already assumed that role. In this instance, we would not expect their 

perceptions of the content or characters to vary significantly from their perceptions if they had, in 

fact, played as each character. Still another possibility is that our participants were considering 

this content as if they had taken on each protagonist’s role, but that when asked to play that role, 

interactivity simply does not change perceptions. In this case, we might conclude that even when 

playing video games, participants remain observers. Future research would shed light on what 

process is occurring by having individuals play games in which they assumed the roles of 

protagonists such as those we presented to our participants. 

 Our study is not without limitations. First, our measurement of empathy and empathic 

response did not include a specifically emotional dimension. Other research indicates that 

empathic concern and emotional empathy operate differentially in fear recognition (Besel & 

Yuille, 2010). Similarly, a second limitation is that our reliance on self-report does not allow us 

to draw conclusions regarding how emotion recognition and interpretation unfold over time. A 

final limitation of this study is that we did not have participants actually play the games we 

presented. This limitation does not allow us to provide any theoretical link between the 

perceptions of characters and the assuming of the role of that character. 

 Despite these limitations, this work makes an important contribution to the media 

psychology literature as it extends understanding of the processing and selection of horror 
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content. As the consumer market continues to support the creation of horror and other 

frightening media, offering a unique look into the way that individuals and groups perceive the 

suffering and trials of others. Additionally, examining selection of this type of content allows us 

to understand individual differences that may be driving motivations and behavior. This study 

provides evidence that individuals perceive graphically depicted non-verbal cues similar to how 

they would in a real environment and provides some clues as to how we may or may not transfer 

that to frightening media experiences.  
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Figure 1. An example of the four game covers a participant could have seen in the African-

American condition. Box 1 provides an example of a Brave Male, Box 2 is an Scared Male, Box 

3 is a Brave Female, and Box 4 is an Scared Female. 

 

 

Table 1 

   Means And Standard Deviations of Perceived Scariness of Games 

Variable M SD N 

Scared Female Character 4.07 1.86 204 

Scared Male Character 3.79 1.91 204 

Brave Female Character 3.55 1.92 204 

Brave Male Character 3.49 1.72 204 
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Figure 1. Female participants’ reports of perceived scariness of content. 

 

 

Table 2 

    Means and Standard Deviations of Perceived Scariness of Games     

Participant Sex Variable M SD N 

Female Scared Female Character 4.31 2.00 101 

 

Brave Female Character 3.64 2.03 101 

 

Scared Male Character 3.82 2.16 101 

  Brave Male Character 3.60 1.78 101 

Male Scared Female Character 3.84 1.70 103 

 

Brave Female Character 3.47 1.81 103 

 

Scared Male Character 3.77 1.63 103 

  Brave Male Character 3.38 1.65 103 
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Table 3 

Means and Standard Deviations of Selective Exposure 

Game Interest Variable M SD N 

Low Scared Female 2.20 1.39 105 

 
Brave Female 2.21 1.42 105 

 
Scared Male 2.14 1.39 105 

 
Brave Male 2.34 1.54 105 

High Scared Female 2.81 1.51 88 

 
Brave Female 3.12 1.62 88 

 
Scared Male 3.30 1.62 88 

  Brave Male 2.98 1.48 88 

 

Figure 2a. Selective exposure reports of individuals with low interest in video games. 
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Figure 2b. Selective exposure reports of individuals with high interest in video games. 


