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ABSTRACT 
The following study aims to advance knowledge about the effects of narration and point-
of-view formats on attention, arousal, and recall for persuasive messages relayed in public 
service announcements (PSAs). The experiment combines two frameworks, narratology 
and valence, to expose subjects to 12 different PSAs concerning the topic of animal abuse. 
Both psychophysiological data and self-report measures were analyzed to determine if 
three formats of narratology regarding point-of-view (no vocal POV vs. first-person vs. 
third-person) with two valences (positive vs. negative) have an effect on arousal, as 
indicated by skin conductance; attention, as indicated by heart rate and memory, and 
recall as indicated by a posttest unaided recall. The findings contribute toward 
understanding the emotional and cognitive effects that stimuli have on arousal, attention, 
and memory. 
Keywords: arousal, narrative, PSA, psychophysiological, recall, transportation 

INTRODUCTION 
Narrative formats are suggested as an effective means of persuading, in part, because 

of increased engagement, which may lead to decreased message resistance (see Slater & 
Rouner, 2002). Research indicates that the appeal of a story and identification with 
characters can enhance persuasive attempts, in part, by reducing counterarguments (e.g., 
Moyer-Gusé, Tchernev, & Walther-Martin, 2019; Nabi & Moyer-Gusé, 2012). A related 
concept to the latter is the point of view (POV) of the story (see Alstiel & Grow, 2006); that 
is, in simplistic terms, does a single character tell the story, does the story progress from 
multiple characters contributing to the tale, or is the viewer positioned as privy to all 
action as a bystander? Narratology theory proposes that POV can affect involvement 
levels of the audience through identifying with the choices and actions of characters 
(Abrams, 1988). For instance, third-person point of view reports events from an outsider’s 
perspective and expresses values and facts in a relatively objective manner, presenting 
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the stories before audiences’ own eyes. On the other hand, the first-person point of view 
invites audiences to perceive themselves as a central character in stories, generating 
higher level involvement. Narratology psychology theory further proposes that narratives 
can influence cognition regarding the ways people think and form judgments based on 
their understanding of information and stories (Pemberton & Aarten, 2017). For example, 
the elicitation of emotional responses is based on assimilative and accommodative modes. 
The former schema refers to agreeable responses to a narrator’s points, while the latter 
aims to minimize conflicting emotions against a narrator’s perspective. For campaigns of 
public issues, valence is an additional consideration; that is, whether a message is 
presented positively, such as pointing out benefits, or negatively, such as focusing on 
consequences; both of which can affect reactions (Lang, 2000). 

The current study considered the effects of point-of-view and valence employed in 
public service announcements (PSAs) –a communication format similar to ads yet 
typically with purposes of educating about social issues (Nan, 2008) – on arousal, 
attention, and recall as measured by psychophysiological responses, including indicators 
of heart rate, skin conductance, as well as self-report surveys. While numerous studies 
have compared the effects of negative, neutral, and positive tones, such as fear appeals 
and beneficial appeals (e.g., Bailey, Wang, & Kaiser, 2017; Duck, Terry, & Hogg, 1995; 
Moyer-Gusé et al., 2019), no known studies have considered valence with POV of 
anthropomorphized characters. Given that online and social platforms have increased the 
potential of reaching greater numbers and can address more diverse audiences for 
persuasive campaigns, understanding how information is perceived and processed 
remains greatly beneficial for creating effective PSAs. 

LITERATURE REVIEW 
The concepts of narration and point of view are established storytelling formats 

analyzed since early rhetorical studies for their stylistic contributions in literary areas 
(e.g., McCracken, 1989). Regarding persuasive contexts, both concepts are discussed in 
advertising textbooks (e.g., Alstiel & Grow, 2006; Yilmaz, 2019) as important 
considerations for developing persuasive strategies, especially regarding attempts to 
encourage emotional bonds between audiences and brands Dessart (2017).Psychological 
measures provide a fusion of physical and psychological assessments to understand the 
effects of narrative stimuli on cognition and emotional reactions (e.g., Cacioppo, 
Tassinary, & Berntson, 2000; Geiger & Newhagen, 1993; Gordon, Ciorciari, & Laer, 2018; 
Lang, 1994; Ravaja, 2004). The following describes the concepts of narration and POV 
literature relating to the study, followed by a description of relevant psychophysiological 
measures. 
Narrative Persuasion Theory 

Hinyard and Kreuter (2007) have defined narrative as “...an identifiable beginning, 
middle, and end that provides information about scene, characters, and conflict; raises 
unanswered questions or unresolved conflict; and provides resolution” (p. 778). Fisher 
(1984) has described narrative research as “a theory of symbolic actions, words, and/or 
deeds that have sequence and meaning for those who live, create, and interpret them” 
(p. 2). This approach, thus, has provided a framework to study the processes people use 
for detecting stimuli, encoding messages into mental representations, and recalling 
information. Researchers have proposed that using narration for persuasive messaging 
may elicit a greater immersion into a story as compared to messages providing primarily 
information, with narration resulting in vivid mental stimulation that allows the story to 
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be experienced emotionally and cognitively (Johnson, Hashtroudi, & Lindsay, 1993). 
Advertisements employing narrative strategies have also been found to increase recall 
(Brechman & Purvis, 2015), foster greater emotional connections between customers and 
brands (Kemp, Borders, Anaza, & Johnston, 2018), and propel action, such as purchases 
(Granitz & Forman, 2015). This storytelling immersion has several important 
contributing factors, with the concept of transportation as a critical component for this 
study.  

Transportation. The concept of transportation is proposed as a “distinct mental 
process, an integrative melding of attention, imagery, and feelings” (Green & Brock, 
2000). Gerrig (1993) has described the process as akin to the ways in which travelers 
journey from an original point to a destination and back, and, in doing so, are changed by 
the experience. For narration and persuasion studies, the concept of transportation has 
been proposed as, whether factual or fictional, an effective change agent. This is thought 
to be in part because of the activation of multiple types of mental and emotional processing 
as compared to other forms of persuasion lacking in emotional appeals (Green & Brock, 
2000). Research has found narrative to be significantly more effective than numerical 
information in encouraging greater acceptance of stigmatized groups (Wojcieszak & Kim, 
2016). 

Transportation versus cognition. Dual-process models, such as the elaboration 
likelihood model (ELM; Petty & Cacioppo, 1981) and the heuristic-systematic model 
(HSM; Chaiken, 1980), have proposed that individuals can be persuaded through 
activating cognitive processing. This activation sparks either a high elaboration route 
called central or systematic route processing in which careful consideration of the 
information is performed, resulting in long-term storage, or low elaboration route called 
peripheral or heuristic processing; thus, these processes can create attitude changes based 
on short-cut processing (Petty & Cacioppo, 1981). Generally, as described by dual-process 
models, the optimal way to increase the potential of long-lasting effects is to engage 
cognitive processing, thus, encouraging new information to be embedded into a person’s 
complex mental schema. This mental process is quite different from what transportation 
proposes. 

Green and Brock (2000) have explained that transportation is not a consideration of 
the pieces of an argument that can lead to logical evaluations and conclusions; rather, it 
is an immersion into the story, resulting in past experiences and currently held schemas 
being temporarily suspended. In other words, disbelief is held for the moment, because 
the desire to experience the story overrides the desire to analyze information. Thus, a 
greater willingness to accept information may occur as opposed to being more resistant to 
ideas that may be in conflict with currently held beliefs. The information, thus, can be 
viewed as being incorporated within schema based not only on the logical conclusions but 
emotional reactions as well, which researchers have suggested as more effective for recall 
(Green & Brock, 2000). Studies have also shown narrative messages designed to 
encourage transportation may increase intentions to act, such as reducing risky behaviors 
relating to skin cancer and increasing healthy behaviors (Dilliard, Ferrer, & Welch, 2018). 

Transportation and the role of characters. Because of the immersion potential of 
storytelling, Green and Brock (2000) have suggested three ways in which transportation 
may lead to persuasion: (a) transportation may reduce counterarguments because of a 
temporary state of suspension; (b) transportation may increase the sense of actually 
experiencing the story; (c) transportation may enhance feelings toward the characters, 
resulting in a greater emotional reaction. The roles of characters and the emotional 
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connections viewers may develop upon immersing into storytelling may be highly relevant 
for considering the effectiveness of messaging in public service announcements. Because 
of the limited time PSAs generally have to relay information, the ability to immediate 
grab attention and quickly immerse a viewer into storytelling may rely greatly on how 
quickly the characters are assessed and, thus, are viewed as being connected to the 
viewer. As Surmelian (1969) has noted in a discussion about literary techniques, the 
characters are what drive a story. Green and Brock (2000) have stressed that the more 
highly involved a reader becomes with characters, the more likely the characters may be 
considered as relevant sources of information. Additionally, research has shown that even 
audio-only character narration can overcome resistance to narrative persuasion (Semmler 
& Loof, 2019). Considering the roles of characters in narration also leads to another 
important element in considering the effectiveness of persuasive messages in storytelling: 
the point of view the narration adopts in telling the story and delivering the persuasive 
information. 
Narratology (Point-of-View) Theory 

As Stern (1991) has noted, the consideration of techniques for persuasion, especially 
regarding advertising, is an important component of communication theory given that the 
tools used in persuasion involve a source promoting a particular desired effect on the 
receiver. Stern (1991) has made a distinction, based on literary principles, to discuss first-
person narration (FPN), third-person narration (TPN), and dramatic (non-narrated) 
characterization (DC) in the context of persuasive advertising. According to Barthes 
(1974), the varied ways in which presenters relay information can influence viewers’ 
expectations, which can then affect later responses to similar presenters. Thus, the role 
of POV has been considered a key element in persuasive intents because of this relational 
encoding possibility (Frye, 1973). 

The first-person narrator. The first-person narrator perspective, which is 
considered the telling of one’s own story, using “I” or “we” in some cases, has been proposed 
as an effective tool for persuading because of its ability to convey emotional messages 
through candid revelations (Martin, 1986). The sharing of personal values and attitudes 
is considered a technique to increase credibility through providing what may be 
considered as an authentic voice (Trilling, 1972). The use of FNP has shown to be effective 
in affecting attitudes toward messages based on enhancing greater perceived credibility 
toward characters (Grice, 1989). Kim and Shapiro (2016) found that transportation effects 
for first-person POV (e.g., the use of “I” and “we”) as compared to third-person POV (e.g., 
the role of an observer being told how characters feel and act) were significantly greater 
for those identifying as similar with the characters. A study analyzing the effects of POV 
on persuasive messages in PSAs concerning vaccines also found significant support for 
greater effects of FNP as compared to third-person POV (Nan, Futerfas, & Ma, 2017). 
However, other studies have shown no significant differences (Chen, Bell, & Taylor, 2016; 
Nazione, 2016). 

Although, Stern (1991) has pointed out that FPN has the drawback of limiting variety 
in who tells story, PSAs are generally limited to a short time period; thus, multiple points 
of view may not be as critical as compared to other elements, such as how the viewers 
perceive the main character as being relatable. Another potential negative of the FPN 
may also be the potential for the character to be perceived as dislikable or not credible, 
which is an important consideration for persuasive messages because of potential 
boomerang effects. For this study, the inclusion of PSAs that use anthropomorphized 
animal characters in FNP formats offered the opportunity to analyze the effects of what 
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generally are considered likeable characters (e.g., dogs) on activation, arousal, and recall. 
It is possible that the effects may be greater because of increased transportation and 
connection with characters. 

The third-person narrator. The third-person narrator perspective, in which the 
viewer is experiencing the story from an omniscient position, is a common marketing 
format for relaying information that has minimal emotional elements (Stern, 1991). In 
the field of exploring media effects, this perspective can be considered quite optimal for 
studies analyzing dual-process models, considering a goal is often to have consumers 
analyze information. When used in literary works, multiple viewpoints can be told and 
the viewer can be privy to information not known to characters; however, for persuasive 
messages, an omniscient viewpoint can be more readily perceived as including persuasive 
messages; thus, counterarguments may occur (Wells, 1989). For public campaigns, this 
role may work well for topics in which an expert character conveys complex information; 
however, for PSAs of emotionally charged topics such as animal abuse, this perspective 
may be perceived as what Stern (1991) describes as too distant and unrealistic. However, 
it is possible that a threshold may exist in which highly arousing messages may be more 
effectively conveyed in third-person formats to minimize the potential of viewers tuning 
out upsetting messages of which they relate when connecting to characters of first-person 
viewpoints. In comparing attitudes toward stigmatized groups, Christy (2018) found 
third-person point-of-view narratives to be significantly more effective in encouraging 
positive attitudes for people within the group, while first-person POV was more effective 
for those outside of the group. The consideration of the negative or positive tone of 
persuasive messages being conveyed is an additional factor to consider when analyzing 
the effectiveness of PSAs. 
Valence 

Research considering the valence (e.g., positive, negative, or neutral) of messages with 
persuasive intent indicates mixed results. Research analyzing fear appeals shows 
negative messages are less effective when consequences are long-term, such as illness or 
death (e.g., Collins et al., 1987); however, fear appeals including social consequences, such 
as being shunned for a bad habit that leads to illness or death, show increased 
effectiveness (e.g., Beaudoin, 2002). These differences may have a basis in the potential 
arousing effects of negative messages, especially when combined with personally relevant 
social appeals (Lang, Park, Sanders-Jackson, Wilson, & Wang, 2007). A recent study 
found valence to be significant on attention and reactions when information was 
presented as either narrative or non-narrative: negative messages were more significantly 
effective for non-narrative formats while positive messages were more significantly 
effective for narrative formats (Leshner, Bolls, Gardner, Moore, & Kreuter, 2018). Based 
on previous research that has found valence to significantly affect reactions toward 
messaging (Lang et al., 2007), this study has classified valence as positive or negative 
within three contexts: events discussed (adopted vs. abandoned animals), location/context 
(shelters vs. homes), and portrayal of emotions (smiles vs. frowns). Of particular interest 
for this study was if messages using differing points of view of positive and negative 
valence affect arousal and recall. 
Public Service Announcements as Persuasive Messages 

The use of public service announcements to study various theoretical principles is a 
common practice in media effects research, as well as persuasive messaging. This study 
modified the framework of a much-cited study by Duck, Terry, and Hogg (1995) in which 
researchers employed eleven PSA/advertisements of AIDS to analyze message 
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effectiveness. As nonprofit organizations have increased opportunities to reach people 
through video-sharing sites online throughless expensive techniques, understanding how 
to create effective PSAs is of importance for public campaigns. Also, the techniques 
implemented in PSAs provide opportunities for researchers to consider the effects that 
various formats have on the public. By combining self-report measures with 
psychophysiological data, this study can lend insights into how people react to persuasive 
storytelling techniques. 
Psychophysiological Measurements 

The use of psychophysiological measurements in the media effects disciplines is an 
established manner of study dating back decades with a surge of studies since the 1980s. 
Using heart rate to indicate orienting responses as a measure of tonic cognitive effect and 
using skin conductance as a measure of arousal has included dozens of studies since the 
2000s (e.g., Grabe, Zhou, Lang, & Bolls, 2000; Lang, Zhou, Schwartz, Bolls, & Potter, 
2000). While these studies have analyzed television and PSAs (e.g., Lang 1990; Lang et 
al., 2000; Modica et al., 2018; Wang & Lang, 2012; Zhang, et al., 2016), websites (e.g., 
Kallinen & Ravaja, 2007), still photographs (e.g., Codispoti, Ferrari, & Bradley, 2006), 
audio (e.g., Bolls, Lang, & Potter, 2001), and video games (e.g., Lissak, 2018; Schneider, 
Lang, Shin, & Bradley, 2004) in relation to ways media are produced (e.g., Lang, Chung, 
Lee, Schwartz, & Shin, 2005; Lang et al., 2000), incorporate audio (Dillman Carpentier, 
& Potter, 2007), use animation (Lang, Borse, Wise, & David, 2002), include textual 
warnings (e.g., Lang, Borse, Wise, & David, 2002), and other related variables, studies 
using psychophysiological methods to analyze reactions to PSAs narrative formats while 
considering POV are not noted, although a similar concept has been considered for POV 
effects of video games (Schneider et al., 2004). 

This study aimed to consider if narrative formats and POV have an effect on orienting 
responses, which is described as the involuntary physiological and behavioral responses 
to stimuli (Lang, 1990). The collection of responses that reflect these changes included 
sensory, such as the eyes, heart rate, and skin temperature (Lang, 1990). By combining 
these with self-report data, the study provides a more thorough understanding of effects. 
Hypotheses 

By considering an established narration technique with points-of-view formats, the 
acquired knowledge is beneficial for both researchers desiring to expand understanding 
of media effects and for nonprofit agencies wanting to gain better techniques in crafting 
effective and persuasive messages concerning public issues. Based on narrative 
persuasion theory and narratology principles, the expected results would be that a 
complete storytelling format with a first-person perspective would indicate higher levels 
of effects. Additionally, the use of anthropomorphized characters demonstrating a first-
person point of view from the animals’ perspectives may indicate the highest level of 
effects. Thus, the following research questions and hypotheses are proposed: 

H1:  First-person point-of-view formats will result in greater activation effects than 
narration with third-person or no narration. 

H2:  First-person point-of-view formats will result in greater arousal effects than 
narration with third-person or no narration. 

H3:  First-person point-of-view formats will result in greater recall effects than 
narration with third-person or no narration. 

RQ1:  Do first-person point-of-view formats using anthropomorphized characters 
result in greater activation effects? 
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RQ2:  Do first-person point-of-view formats using anthropomorphized characters 
result in greater arousal effects? 

RQ3:  Do first-person point-of-view formats using anthropomorphized characters 
result in greater recall effects? 

RQ4:  Does valence (i.e., positive or negative) affect (a) activation, (b) arousal, and (c) 
recall? 

METHODOLOGY 
Overview 

The study employs a 3 x 2 x 2 mixed designed experiment with two independent 
variables and one within-subject, repeated variable. The two independent variables are 
POV formats and valence. Point-of-view formats have three levels: anthropomorphized 
first-person narration, or AFPN, human first-person narration or HFPN, and non-first-
person narration or NFPN. Valence has two levels: negative and positive. The repeated 
variable was designed to show two similar PSAs in each condition. As such, each 
participant in the experiment saw a total of 12 PSAs. 
Participants 

The opportunity to participate in the study was offered to college students enrolled in 
communication courses from a university in the U.S. Southeast in adherence with its 
Internal Review Board. Participants received credit toward a class requirement for 
participation. Procedures were followed to ensure confidentiality. An information sheet 
was explained and provided to the participants (see Appendix A). 

All participants received the same set of stimuli: twelve public service announcements 
with an assessment for each following by a PSA assessment surveys for each viewing, 
with a posttest unaided recall survey. The study took place in a psychophysiological lab 
equipped with a television and psychophysiological equipment. The primary researchers, 
who were trained in conducting psychophysiological experiments, distributed materials, 
gave instructions, conducted the experiment, and collected data. A sample session with a 
colleague was conducted to test the equipment, procedures, and confirm the estimated 
time of the study, which was rated as approximately 50 minutes. 
Stimuli 

How audiences pay attention to stimuli, receive and process information, respond to 
and recall information are important for creating effective messages regarding public 
issues. As many nonprofit organizations operate on limited budgets, understanding how 
to convey persuasive messages can be critical, especially given the expanded opportunities 
that video-sharing sites on the Internet provide for increased viewing. Thus, public service 
announcements were chosen as the stimuli as opposed to commercials (see Appendix B). 

The 12 PSAs were segmented into three groups of four based on narrative styles. One 
group represented narrative persuasion as defined by Hinyard and Kreuter (2007); a 
second group represented PSAs employing some narrative elements but not a complete 
story (e.g., characters, conflict, either a beginning, middle or end but not all required 
elements),and a third group represented messages with no narrative elements, (i.e., base 
rate information).Within these three groups, each of the four PSAs represented a selection 
of three specific point-of-view formats based on narratology (i.e., no vocal POV, first-
person, third-person). As mentioned earlier, narratology theory considers the effects that 
point-of-view techniques may have as a persuasive tool. The theory has considered not 
just what is being told but the manner in which stories are conveyed (Abrams, 1988).Of 
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particular interest is the inclusion of PSAs with a first-person POV from the animal as 
the character of persuasion.  

The PSA stimuli ranged from 30 seconds to 149 seconds (see Appendix A). 
Dependent variables 

There are two sets of dependent variables: one, a physiological variable; two, self-report 
variables. 
Physiology variables 

Skin Conductance Response (SCR). To collect SCR, electrodes were placed around the 
tips of participants’ index and middle fingers of their non-dominant hands. SCR level was 
sensitive to the experiment environment. To ensure accuracy of the SCR data collection, 
the noise and temperature levels of the environment were controlled throughout the 
experiment. As stated in the literature review section, SCR is the indicator for arousal. 
The increase number of SCR indicated the increase level of arousal. 

Heart Rate (HR). To collect HR, electrodes were placed around participants’ dominant 
and non-dominant forearms. Similar as SCR, HR was also sensitive to the experiment 
environment. The noise and temperature levels of the experiment environment were 
controlled. As stated above, HR is the indicator for attention. The decrease of HR indicated 
an increased level of attention. 
Self-report variables 

Emotional Response. Emotional response was measured by 11 seven-point (e.g., 
definitely did not feel to over-whelming) check-mark scales (e.g., confused, intrigued, 
inspired, bored, excited, surprised, angry, disgusted, sad, happy, and motivated) modified 
by a previous study (Zhou, Xu, & Ye, 2009; see Appendix B). 

Recall. PSA recall was measured as free recall response. The participants were asked 
to list the PSAs they viewed previously (see Appendix C). 
Research Procedures 

The primary researchers greeted participants individually, explained the procedures, 
and obtained consent for measuring heart rate and skin conductance while watching 
public service announcements. Using specific procedures designed to conduct 
psychophysiological experiments, participants were prepped for electrodes and connected 
to data-collection equipment. Seven electrodes were attached as follows: two on 
participants’ non-dominant hand, two on their non-dominant forearm, one on their 
dominant forearm, and two above the eyebrow. 

The participants watched 12 PSAs with the order randomized after each session. 
Psychophysiological data were collected throughout the experiment with a series of cues 
marking the segments of viewing. At the completion of each PSA, participants completed 
self-report measures of emotional response and attitudes (see Appendix B). After all 12 
PSAs were viewed and survey data collected, participants completed a distraction task 
consisting of watching approximately 10 minutes of television programming recorded 
from a network channel. Having students complete this task was designed to wipe out 
short-term memory traces of the PSAs. Following the distraction procedure, participants 
completed an unaided recall test to assess the information retained from the PSAs (see 
Appendix C). Upon completion of the recall test, participants were debriefed and thanked. 

RESULTS 
Of the potential student pool, a total of 23 participants’ psychophysiological data were 

analyzed. For analyzing the physiological hypotheses, participants’ heart rate changes, 
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and total number of their skin conductance responses were analyzed. Heart rate change 
was an indicator for participants’ attention levels. The decrease of heart rate indicated 
the increase of attention. In the study, the score of heart rate change for each clip was the 
score of average heart rate subtracted from the baseline heart rate. A negative value of 
heart rate change indicated average heart rate value was smaller than the baseline heart 
rate, thus, marking the decrease of heart rate. The positive value of heart rate change 
indicated average heart rate value was larger than the baseline heart rate, thus, marking 
the increase of heart rate. 

A series of two-way repeated measures ANOVA were conducted. Based on the results, 
a significant main effect of point-of-view formats was found (F (2, 44) = 16.877, p < .001). 
The results showed that the human perspective (M = –2.553, SD = 1.445) generated the 
greatest heart rate change than either the animal perspective (M = 1.214, SD = 1.454) or 
third-person narration perspective (M = –1.380, SD = 1.530). In other words, clips from 
the human first-person narration generated the greatest attention level. Thus, H1 was 
supported: First-person point-of-view will result in greater activation effects than 
narration with third-person or no narration. 

While RQ1 found significant differences, an opposite effect occurred than proposed: Do 
first-person point-of-view formats using anthropomorphized characters result in greater 
activation effects? While differences were found, the first-person point1of-view format of 
human characters showed greater activation effects than those of anthropomorphized 
characters. 

Moreover, a significant main effect of negative valence was found (F (1, 22) = 10.18, 
p < .05). The results showed that positive valence (M = –1.889, SD = 1.444) generated 
greater heart rate change than negative valence (M = .077, SD = 1.474) in the video clips. 
In other words, clips of positive valence generated greater attention levels than clips of 
negative valence. 

Thus, significant differences were found for RQ4a regarding if valence affects attention 
levels. 

In terms of skin conductance responses, the total SCR numbers were analyzed. Based 
on the results, a significant main effect of point-of-view formats was found (F (2, 44) = 
10.015, p < .05). The results showed that the human perspective generated the highest 
SCR number (M = 7.5, SD = 1.739). This finding was consistent with the heart rate 
change. Therefore, clips from the human perspective generated the highest arousal levels. 
Thus H2 was supported: First-person point-of-view formats will result in greater arousal 
effects than narration with third-person or no narration. 

While RQ2 found significant differences, an opposite effect occurred than proposed: Do 
first-person point-of-view formats using anthropomorphized characters result in greater 
arousal effects? Differences were found, with the first-person point of view of human 
characters showing greater arousal effects than those of anthropomorphized characters. 
No significant differences were found for RQ4b regarding if valence affects arousal levels. 

For the self-report effects, the two-way repeated measures ANOVA were used. The 
emotional arousing scores were based on the average score of the 11-point semantic scales. 
Based on the results, a significant main effect of valence was found (F (2, 22) = 4.43, 
p < .05). Negative valence (M = 2.62, SD = .129) generated greater emotional arousing 
levels than positive valence (M = 2.31, SD = .177). In other words, clips of negative valence 
were more emotionally arousing than clips of positive valence. No significant main effect 
of POV was found. 
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For the self-report recall level, the two-way repeated measures ANOVA were applied. 
Based on the results, a significant main effect of POV was found (F (2, 44) = 4.44, p < .05). 
Animal perspective (M = 1.26, SD = .137) generated the greatest recall rate than either 
the human perspective (M = .935, SD = .110) or third-person narration (M = .761, 
SD = .099). In other words, clips from the animal perspective were recalled at greater 
levels than those of the human perspective or no narration. Thus, H3 was supported, with 
first-person point of view showing significantly higher levels of recall as compared to 
third-person or no narration. Additionally, RQ3 found significant differences, with first-
person anthropomorphized characters showing greater recall effects than human first-
person POV. No significant differences were found for valence; thus, RQ4c regarding the 
possibility of anthropomorphized characters showing greater recall effects based on 
valence was not found. 

For the self-report emotional arousing level, the two-way repeated measures ANOVA 
were used. The emotional arousing scores were based on the average score of the 11-point 
semantic scales. Based on the results, no significant main effect of POV was found. 
However, a significant main effect of valence was found (F (2, 22) = 4.43, p < .05). Negative 
valence (M = 2.62, SD = .129) generated greater emotional arousing level than positive 
valence (M = 2.31, SD = .177). In other words, clips of negative valence were more 
emotionally arousing than clips of positive valence. 

DISCUSSION 
Based on the physiological data, results support the premise that first-person 

narratives generate the highest levels of arousal and attention. However, 
anthropomorphized characters did not have greater levels for either when compared to 
human characters. Public service announcements with human narration generated the 
greatest attention levels and arousal levels; yet, based on recall measures, participants 
indicated greater recall for PSAs using anthropomorphized characters, or what can 
considered as messages portrayed from the animals’ perspectives. These findings may 
seem contradictory but are in line with the limited capacity approach. According to the 
model’s approach, messages with complicated structures or content may trigger high 
levels of attention but poor memory (Lang et al., 2000). Reasons include the premise that 
when viewers begin to pay attention to messages, they are concentrating on encoding 
messages; thus, they may fail to allocate sufficient resources to process and store the 
messages. 

It is possible that participants analyzed persuasive messages from human characters 
more critically as compared to animal characters based on factors such as identifying or 
not with the human characters or critiquing the credibility or likeability of the human. 
Thus, the process of critiquing the person may contribute to greater attention and arousal 
levels; whereas, animal characters may be more readily accepted. Therefore, information 
from the latter may be processed without taxing resources to encode and store messages. 
This finding is consistent to emotional response models stated in narratology theory 
(Pemberton & Aarten, 2017). Critiques of human credibility prompt audiences to adopt 
an accommodative mode to process information. Within accommodative schema, efforts to 
persuade audiences or have them agree with a narrator’s views are more difficult, because 
audience members need to be exposed to additional evidence or stories to overcome their 
resistant of their views toward the narrator. On the other hand, the trust of animal 
characters arouses audiences’ empathic responses, allowing them to employ the 
assimilative mode when receiving messages. Under assimilative schema, audiences are 
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easier to persuade and more likely to agree with a narrator’s points. Moreover, as Lang 
et al. (2000) has suggested, the structure and content of messages exert influence on 
viewers’ memories. The results of the current study have shown that when comparing 
PSAs with animal perspectives, PSAs with human narrations were poorly remembered. 
This reduction in taxing resources may lead to increased abilities for participants to 
memorize messages employing anthropomorphized characters. 

Also, another noteworthy finding was that based on the physiological data, positive 
valence generated greater attention levels than those using negative valence; yet, based 
on the self-report data, participants were more emotionally aroused by negative valence 
than the positive ones, which is consistent with research Lang et al. (2007) has conducted. 
Messages with negative valence may generate greater emotional arousal given humans 
may be naturally attentive to negative news (Lang et al., 2007). On the other hand, the 
results of this study show that even though the employment of positive valence was able 
to generate better attention than the negative one, those with positive messages still 
failed to emotionally arouse the participants or encourage greater recall. 

According to the results of the current research, several practical implications are 
indicated. First, PSAs with first-person animal narrators’ perspectives indicate greater 
recall than any other formats. Using nonhuman characters may more effectively and 
perhaps more quickly transport and immerse viewers into storytelling situations without 
prompting analysis of information. This state of being involved with the storytelling from 
the animals’ viewpoints may lead to greater recall through building fewer 
counterarguments to persuasive messages and connecting with what generally are 
considered likeable characters. Second, PSAs with negative valence were able to arouse 
viewers’ emotions. The employment of negative valence can lead viewers to be emotionally 
captivated, thus, may activate a greater variety of emotions. For example, a PSA in which 
the animal character is initially considered cute (e.g. joyful) yet discusses being abused 
and abandoned could initiate complex feelings of anger, sadness, helplessness, and others 
in a relatively short time compared to a positive message of being adopted, which may 
initiate fewer emotions, such as joy. Lastly, the results of the current study showed that 
messages generating greater arousal did not necessarily equate to participants 
demonstrating greater recall. Therefore, when embedding differing points of view or 
valences, practitioners may need to consider the structure and content of the PSAs for 
achieving objectives. Based on the limited capacity approach, the complex structure or 
model needs to be avoided in order to generate better memory for the viewers. 
Limitations and Future Research 

While the current study offers a first step in considering how point of view and valence 
may affect arousal and recall, several limitations should be noted. The findings are based 
on a small sample size of college students. Future studies need to expand the number of 
participants and include additional groups for greater generalizability. Another limitation 
relating to subjects include considering prior exposure to subject matter of the public 
service announcements. The subject of animal abuse, in part, allowed consideration of a 
potentially emotional issue but without a situation in which participants would have had 
experience of actually being a victim. Yet, participants could have differing levels of 
interest and involvement with the topic, such as being in abusive situations or witnessing 
abuse; however, prior exposure was not measured. 

While care was taken to choose an equal number of stimuli representing the variables 
analyzed, an additional consideration should be querying participants about prior 
exposure to individual PSAs. Exposure to previously unseen content may create greater 



 
 
K. Baker, F. Qiao & S. Zhou 

12 / 18 © 2019, Online J. Commun. Media Technol., 9(4), e201925 
 

arousal than more familiar messages. Additionally, an online view count was not 
considered when selecting PSAs nor was the number of media channels used. It could be 
that prior exposure may increase or decrease arousal and recall. Also, the manner of 
viewing may affect perceptions of the PSAs, meaning that if a participant recalled viewing 
a PSA on a broadcast channel and online, the PSA could be viewed as more credible or 
more worthy of analysis as compared to an unfamiliar one. 

An additional limitation is only considering two variables: point of view and valence. 
More elements of the PSAs could be included for analyses. For example, future research 
should consider the effects of highly arousing emotional music for what are already 
typically considered highly arousing public topics (e.g., homeless pets, wounded warriors, 
victims of bullying). It is possible that music has the potential to create such high levels 
of emotion an adverse reaction occurs (e.g., viewers quit watching). While music was not 
measured in the study, anecdotal evidence from participants suggests that music in PSAs 
can evoke sadness (e.g., PSA with Sarah McLachlan song). In such cases, perhaps 
different combinations of audio and visual may show differing effects. For example, 
upbeat music with arousing images could increase arousal while lessening the feelings of 
being overwhelmed, or emotionally charged music could be used with statistical 
information for increasing the appeal of base rate information. While the PSAs used as 
stimuli in this study included music, the effects were not specifically analyzed. 

CONCLUSION 
This study offers findings supporting that analyzing psychophysiological responses 

with self-report measures lend important data for understanding ways in which arousal 
and recall may be enhanced, and, thus, contribute toward both theoretical development 
and practical applications for achieving campaign objectives. In terms of theoretical 
development, the current study reinforces that first-person narratives are able to achieve 
high levels of arousal and attention as well as noting that negative valence is more 
emotionally arousing than positive valence, which is consistent with limited capacity 
approach (Lang et al., 2000). In addition, anthropomorphized characters can better 
stimulate audiences’ assimilative schema, exerting better persuasive impacts on viewers 
than human characters in PSAs. In terms of managerial implications, practitioners can 
consider incorporating nonhuman characters as a means for encouraging recall or 
important messages. Additionally, a combination of negative and positive messages with 
first-person formats may work together to elevate both attention and arousal levels. More 
research regarding ways in which nonhuman characters and valence are employed in 
PSAs may lead to greater understanding of effectively crafting persuasive messages. 
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APPENDIX A 
Descriptions and Links to PSAs 

First-person narration:  
1. First-person narration with complete story (animal’s perspective): 

“Ditched” – A humorous PSA with a storyline of a dog talking about his owner being a jerk for 
dropping him off on the side of the road. Length: 31 seconds https://youtu.be/zZN76BuM2TA 

2. First-person narration with complete story (owners’ perspectives): 
“Meet Our Pet” – Couple shares their story about their adopted pet. Length: 149 seconds. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=h8c7W-uBkaY&list=UUqghTD6Xlf24pByTrwqijtw 

3. First-person narration with partial story (animal’s perspective) 
“I Know (Natalie Morales)” – Cute PSA about an adopted dog who tells talks to the audience about 
her owner’s odd (people) habits. Length: 31 seconds http://youtu.be/5z6pNxz0EHY 

4. First-person narration with partial story (animals’ perspectives) 
“Peace for Dogs” – An unusual approach of having dogs tell about their difficult lives with varying 
voices that match their appearances. No end of story. Length: 31 seconds 
http://youtu.be/iG6dAnIMDys 

Third-person (omniscient) vocal narration: 
5. Third-person narration with complete story: “Mark Buerhrle” – Uses story of baseball 

player and service dog to encourage adoption. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=J78rBuvQnbU 
6. Third-person narration with partial story: “Meet Your Shelter Pet Today” – Voice-over that 

shows dogs wanting to meet someone. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=841CZkxjBU0&list 
=UUqghTD6Xlf24pByTrwqijtw 

7. Third-person narration with no story. “Sarah McLachlan” – Singer urging people to adopt 
with music. Length: 120 seconds. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9gspElv1yvc 

8. Third-person narration with no story. “CBS Cares” – Still photographs with short 
narration. Length: 30 seconds. https://youtu.be/Jj5AL1iuveA 

No vocal narration (information and visuals only and/or unrelated voices in the background) 
9. No vocal narration with complete story. “Sid” – Adopted dog’s story is told through visuals 

and text. Length: 30 seconds. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eoRUn8kDlAQ 
10. No vocal narration with partial story. “Unconditional love”: - Short visual stories of three 

people who have a rough day and are greeted by dogs at end of day. Length: 95 seconds. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nEk_CgJEx6U 

11. No vocal narration with partial story. “WSPA and SPCA” – Animated clip of paper animals 
being treated badly. Length: 70 seconds. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ctFXR7s6E6E 

12. No vocal narration with no story. “This is Who We Are” – Still photographs with an overlay 
of textual facts, set to upbeat music. Length: 31 seconds https://www.youtube.com/watch?v= 
A2stbxtsOy0 

 
  

https://youtu.be/zZN76BuM2TA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=h8c7W-uBkaY&list=UUqghTD6Xlf24pByTrwqijtw
http://youtu.be/5z6pNxz0EHY
http://youtu.be/iG6dAnIMDys
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=J78rBuvQnbU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=841CZkxjBU0&list=UUqghTD6Xlf24pByTrwqijtw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=841CZkxjBU0&list=UUqghTD6Xlf24pByTrwqijtw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9gspElv1yvc
https://youtu.be/Jj5AL1iuveA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eoRUn8kDlAQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nEk_CgJEx6U
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ctFXR7s6E6E
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=A2stbxtsOy0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=A2stbxtsOy0
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APPENDIX B 
PSA Assessment Survey 

For the PSA that you just watched, please indicate your thoughts for the following 
statements by circling or highlighting your choice for each (1=strongly disagree, 
7=strongly agree). For number 9, please provide your reaction. 

 

 Definitely 
did not feel 

Maybe 
a little 

Somewhat 
felt Definitely Strongly Very 

Strongly 
Over-

whelming 
Confused 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Intrigued 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Inspired 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Bored 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Excited 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Surprised 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Angry 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Disgusted 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Sad 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Happy 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Motivated 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

 

 

APPENDIX C 
Recall Assessment Survey 

Please fill out the following concerning the 12 PSAs that you watched earlier. 
1. Please describe in a short phrase or sentence the PSA you remember most clearly 

and why:  
 

2. Please try to list any of the remaining PSAs that you remember and any details 
about each: 
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