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Antihero characters in TV and film have grown in popularity with both audiences and in
academic study in recent years. The antihero literature thus far has focused on predicting audience
enjoyment of such characters/narratives and building theories to explain audience members’ ability to
root for morally questionable characters. However, the current literature lacks a foundational
understanding of how and why audiences engage with antihero characters, and how that engagement
evolves over time. In order to address this gap, this project breaks from traditional effects-based
methodologies used in the study of antihero characters by triangulating three qualitative studies (focus
groups, in-depth interviews, and thought-listing exercises) that allow for the free generation of audience-
driven data regarding the full engagement experience with antihero characters, from their first
introduction to post-viewing contemplation and discussion.

The findings uncover two fundamental goals that drive audiences’ engagement with antihero
characters: 1) understanding the complexities and true nature of the antihero, and 2) determining the
nature of their (the audience member’s) allegiance, or sympathetic and/or antipathetic stances towards the
antihero character. The findings also highlight the dynamic processing style and mixed
automatic/conscious processing that was common across participants in all three studies. Three themes
capture more specific details regarding several elements, concepts, and processes involved in audience

engagement with antiheroes — many of which have not yet been recognized, studied, or measured in



previous antihero research — as they relate to the character, narrative, and viewer. Particularly notable
among these findings are the multiple roles a single antihero character may fill, their layered personas, the
importance of context and between-character relationships, the comparative nature of engagement, the
difference between understanding, agreement, and acceptance, the central role of sympathy, empathy, and
pity, and the many ways viewers deal with questionable or immoral issues including justification,
rationalization, forgiveness, and forgetting. Not only do these findings provide a strong foundation for
future academic research, they also offer useful insight for industry professionals who wish to develop
engaging antihero characters, and point to potential personal and societal implications of audience

engagement with antihero characters.
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PREFACE

One of the most highly consumed forms of media, and therefore one of the most studied,
is narratives (Dill-Shackleford, 2015). While there are many facets to the study of narrative
engagement, the great majority of the narrative literature focuses on the exploration of variables,
effects, and processes related to the characters within those narratives (Krakowiak & Oliver,
2012). For instance, fundamental narrative concepts such as identification, parasocial
relationships, homophily, and even transportation are reliant on the way audiences view and/or
engage with characters within those narratives. In fact, because audiences can’t help but engage
in automatic social processes with other social objects — including fictional characters — scholars
have argued that character engagement provides the basis for all narrative engagement (Dill-
Schackleford et al., 2016; Hartmann, 2008; Vaage, 2010). The centrality of characters to
narratives is not an argument made only by academics, but the creators of media content as well.
TV/film writers who were asked about the value of characters to fictional narratives replied
simply, “It’s everything. TV is all about character” and “characters are the core of [any TV show
or film]” (Author interviews, 2018).

It is generally understood that the purpose of characters in entertainment narratives is to
engage audiences into the journey of a narrative, so that they may enjoy the unfolding narrative
experience alongside the characters (Author interviews, 2018; Vaage, 2010). Therefore, if the
intended purpose of characters is to help engage audiences in a dynamic experience, it follows
that significant academic attention should also be given to how and why that engagement
happens. While many researchers have taken on the study of character and narrative engagement
in many ways, this project uses a unique, exploratory approach in the investigation of audience

engagement with one particularly intriguing type of character: fictional antiheroes.



This project triangulates the findings from three qualitative studies — focus groups, in-
depth interviews, and thought-listing exercises — to gain audience-driven insight regarding the
overarching question: How do audiences engage with antihero characters? The findings uncover
two fundamental goals of engagement — understanding and allegiance — as well as two key
features of engagement — processing style (automatic vs conscious) and dynamic engagement.
Three additional themes capture more specific details regarding the elements, concepts, and
processes involved in audience engagement with antiheroes as they relate to the character,

narrative, and viewer.



Literature Review

Antiheroes

Antiheros, also known in the literature as morally ambiguous characters (MAC), have
been defined in many ways. Most definitions focus on the moral complexity of such characters.
This moral ambiguity can range widely with some scholars conceptualizing antiheroes as
protagonists who sometimes do bad or questionable things (Shafer & Raney, 2012; Janicke &
Raney, 2015) while others see them as villains who happen to have some redeemable qualities or
motivations (Oliver et al., 2019). Some researchers have used an online crowd-sourced website
(tvtropes.org) which has identified 5 antihero categories by comparing and contrasting thousands
of antihero characters and ranking them based on morality. While these categories represent an
important step towards capturing the range/diversity of antihero characters, the researchers found
that the categories were overly simplistic and inappropriately restrictive given the ups and downs
of a character’s journey (Eden et al., 2017). Despite the various definitions and approaches to
conceptualizing antihero characters, the common element is the idea that antiheros act as “a
contrast to traditional virtuous heroes without moral flaws on the one side, and malicious, evil
villains on the other. Antiheroes are the in-between category” (Kleemans et al., 2017, p. 3).

Based on the amalgam of antihero definitions presented above, | chose to define/describe
antiheroes as follows: “Antiheroes are characters that fall in-between classic heroes and villains.
They generally display some hero-like characteristics and behaviors for which they are admired,
but simultaneously act in ways or have qualities that can be regarded as ambiguous,
questionable, or even evil.” This definition was meant to be open enough to capture a wide range
of antihero characters, with just enough structure to unify them as a separate, distinct group from

heroes, villains, or other more neutral characters.



There are two main reasons why antiheroes were selected for this study of character
engagement. First, by nature, antihero characters are complex, contradictory, and unpredictable,
which “demands equally complex responses from viewers” (Canet, 2019, p.97). This means that
audiences will likely need to engage more fully with antihero characters than classic heroes or
villains in order to understand who they are, why they do the things they do, and to determine
how audience members think/feel about them (Janicke & Raney, 2018; Smith, 2011; van
Ommen et al., 2016). The cognitively demanding nature of antiheroes may also push some of the
traditionally automatic or subconscious engagement processes to a more conscious level, leading
to more cognitively accessible/reportable data. In essence, antiheroes are a promising category
for study because the increased processing demands make it easier to capture processes and
details that would likely have presented more subtly in other types of characters, revealing key
aspects of narrative engagement that have thus far been overlooked.

Second, within the past few decades, there has been a significant rise in popular
television shows and films featuring very complex antihero characters with long story arcs such
as Tony Soprano (The Sopranos), Walter White (Breaking Bad), Dexter Morgan (Dexter), Don
Draper (Mad Men), and Gregory House (House) (Shafer & Raney, 2012; Janicke & Raney,
2015). While these types of characters have been around in popular media for many years, their
recent spike in popularity has given rise to a new line of antihero literature in the field of
communication (Shafer & Raney, 2012). This interest is largely driven by the fact that antiheroes
challenge the traditional narrative experience of “rooting for the good guy.” This contradicts our
traditional understanding of media enjoyment (e.g., affective disposition theory) and audience-

character engagement (e.g., parasocial relationships) (Giles, 2002; Raney, 2004; Zillmann &



Cantor, 1976). As Janicke and Raney (2015) argue, these stories represent “socially significant
media experiences” in the modern media landscape, and deserve serious investigation (p. 494).
Existing Antihero Literature

Studies within this growing line of antihero research are generally driven by a set of
fundamental questions such as: Why do audiences enjoy antihero narratives? Why are antiheros
so popular? Why do audiences root for morally ambiguous/bad characters (Garcia, 2016;
Krakowiak & Tsay-Vogel, 2015; Raney et al., 2009; Smith, 2011)? By far the most commonly
addressed question thus far is, “Why do audiences enjoy antihero narratives?” The focus on
enjoyment likely stems from the basic idea that audiences seek out content that they will enjoy
watching (Raney, 2004).

However, the fact that audiences clearly enjoy antihero characters and narratives created
a problem for the current understanding of entertainment enjoyment at the time. During the early
2000’s, the predominant theory on entertainment media enjoyment was affective disposition
theory (ADT). In its original conceptualization, ADT argued that audiences derive enjoyment
from watching good things happen to characters they consider morally good (and therefore
liked), and bad things happen to characters who are morally bad (and therefore disliked) (Raney,
2004; Raney, et al., 2009; Zillmann & Cantor, 1976). Early on in the new wave of antihero
literature, however, researchers realized that audience enjoyment of antiheroes could not be
explained by basic ADT principles (Raney, 2004; Raney et al., 2009). Antiheroes frequently
behave immorally, yet audiences still enjoy watching them and even root for them. As such, it
became clear that moral judgements were not necessarily the primary determinant of character
liking and enjoyment and alternative explanations beyond ADT were needed to understand

antihero character enjoyment (Raney, 2004; Raney et al., 2009; Krakowiak & Oliver, 2012).



Initially, antihero scholars worked to adapt and expand ADT to explain how and why
audiences enjoy morally-complex antihero characters. In 2009, Raney et al. discovered that
identification with the antihero, rather than morality, predicted enjoyment of antihero narratives.
This differed from the enjoyment of hero character, which they also tested, which was predicted
by moral judgements rather than identification in line with traditional ADT. They contextualized
and explained their findings using the recent developments regarding moral disengagement,
schema theory, and the growing complexities of entertainment theories (e.g., liking a character).

Moral disengagement is a concept originally developed in behavioral research by Albert
Bandura, which argues that we utilize a variety of strategies to justify or excuse behaviors that
we would normally consider moral violations (Bandura et al., 1996; Bandura, 1999). These
strategies include restructuring inhumane conduct into a moral one (e.g., war - defense), using
sanitizing language (e.g., collateral damage), advantageous comparisons (e.g., lesser of two
evils), disavowal of personal agency/displacement of responsibility (e.g., following orders),
minimizing injuries (e.g., not a big deal), and blaming or dehumanizing the victim (e.g., brought
it upon themselves).

While moral disengagement is generally discussed as a strategy of self-sanctioning,
antihero scholars have argued that audiences use the same strategies to morally disengage and
therefore justify or excuse immoral behaviors in characters that we have grown to like or love,
including antiheroes (Raney, 2004). Many antihero scholars have included measures of moral
disengagement in their studies, usually in the context of enjoyment, and have found that moral
disengagement does play a role in the enjoyment of antihero characters (Janicke & Raney, 2015;
Janicke & Raney, 2018; Martins et al., 2020; Sanders & Tsay-Vogel, 2016; Shafer & Raney,

2012; Tsay-Vogel & Krakowiak, 2016). While outside the scope of this paper, it is clear that



there are many nuances to the use of moral disengagement including viewing motivation (Tsay-

Vogel & Krakowiak, 2016), personality differences (Janicke & Raney, 2018), and other variable
interactions, many of which have yet to be fully understood. However, findings still indicate that
moral disengagement alone does not fully bridge the gap between antihero enjoyment and ADT.

Other avenues of inquiry have examined the role of schema in antihero enjoyment. The
findings thus far have provided evidence that many audiences do have a schema (or pre-existing
structure of understanding for a category of information) built about antiheroes that help them
more quickly and/or confidently determine their attitudes and expectations towards an antihero
character. Pre-existing schema generally led to more positive and accepting attitudes towards
antiheroes (Janicke & Raney, 2015; Shafer & Raney, 2012). Furthermore, the presence of an
antihero schema may help audiences quickly process slightly-inconsistent behaviors using a
heuristic form of moral disengagement while extreme violations of existing schema (e.g., a huge
departure from a character’s normal behavior) prompt more elaborative moral disengagement
(Matthews, 2019). This finding also highlights an important boundary of antihero engagement —
showing that there are limits to the violations that even antiheroes can make when it comes to
moral disengagement.

Additional studies have highlighted interactions and processes involving key variables
such as identification, liking, familiarity/exposure, and empathy (among others), higher levels of
which all have been linked to greater enjoyment of antihero characters (Eden et al., 2017;
Janicke & Raney, 2015; Janicke & Raney, 2018; Krakowiak & Oliver, 2012; Oliver et al., 2019;
Raney et al., 2009; Sanders & Tsay-Vogel, 2016; Shafer & Raney, 2012; Tsay-Vogel &

Krakowiak, 2016). These variables and the interactions between them are being explored in a



variety of ways to capture more of the complexity of antihero engagement, although again,
primarily within the limited context of enjoyment.

For instance, multiple studies have found the influence of these variables to differ by
audience type. Janicke & Raney (2015) found that sympathy and liking better predict enjoyment
in fans, whereas attractiveness and identification are more predictive of enjoyment of non-fans.
Non-fans also did not engage in moral disengagement as fans tend to do. Van Ommen et al.
(2016) found that audiences with different life experiences (i.e., prisoners, law enforcement,
civilians) also came to moral judgements (and therefore enjoyment) by using different strategies.
Law enforcement officers and prisoners drew heavily from their own personal experiences when
interpreting a crime show, whereas civilians allowed the rules of the story world to ground their
moral judgements, leaning towards more flexible and lenient mentalities. This indicates that
personal experience and closeness to a story or character impacts an audience member’s viewing
experience. Similarly, Krakowiak & Tsay-Vogel (2015) found that audiences primed to think
about their own vices enjoyed antihero stories more than a story featuring a villain. On the other
hand, participants primed to think about their own virtues enjoyed hero stories more than
antihero stories, demonstrating the impact a person’s mental state has on engagement and
enjoyment. Janicke & Raney (2018) also found that a person’s willingness to accept violence
impacted the likelihood that they would morally disengage, and therefore identify, like, and
enjoy antihero narratives more than those who weren’t as accepting of violence.

Taking a different approach to the study of antihero enjoyment, Kleemans et al. (2017)
examined how a character’s moral development over a narrative related to audiences’ responses,
including liking, moral evaluation, and enjoyment. Results indicated that antiheroes with positive

development were increasingly liked and seen as more moral, and the narrative increasingly



enjoyable overall. A character with little/no development suffered in terms of likability and
moral evaluation over the course of the narrative, while enjoyment rose then declined in a pattern
uncorrelated to the liking and morality measurements. This indicates the existence of other
influences on enjoyment outside of character liking and morality.

Thanks to these ongoing studies, we have learned that while morality is an important
influence in antihero enjoyment, there are many additional factors in play that have the potential
to supersede the centrality of moral judgements on antihero enjoyment beyond what ADT
predicts. Elements from the story itself, the individual audience member, and the greater media
context all impact the way antihero narratives are experienced and enjoyed. Of course, this line
of research is still in its infancy and much more work is still needed to build a stronger
understanding of antihero enjoyment.

Before moving beyond the question of enjoyment, it is worth noting that a few studies
have begun to expand the notion of enjoyment to include both hedonic (pleasure-rooted) and
eudaimonic (meaning/purpose-rooted) enjoyment, often termed appreciation. Tsay-Vogel &
Krakowiak (2016) found that hedonic (or pleasure-based) goals for media consumption led to
more leniency regarding the moral standards of characters while eudaimonic (or
meaning/purpose-based) motivations resulted in higher expectations and moral standards when
making character judgements (Tsay-Vogel & Krakowiak, 2016). Similarly, Eden et al. (2017)
found that moral judgements predicted traditional hedonic enjoyment whereas experiencing self-
expansion (expanding one’s sense of self by taking on others’ experiences) predicted
appreciation. Not only do these studies show how pleasure-based enjoyment is not the only

motivation or outcome sought out or experienced by audiences, but it reminds us that relying on



unidimensional measures of enjoyment may obscure important processes or experiences
involved in the experience of antihero engagement.
Beyond Enjoyment

Referring to the three big questions commonly asked about antiheroes — Why do
audiences enjoy antiheroes? Why are antiheros so popular? Why do audiences root for morally
ambiguous/bad characters? — there has been very little direct investigation regarding the last two
questions. Given the nascent state of the antihero literature, this is not too surprising. While the
question of popularity is perhaps indirectly answered by the question of enjoyment, there are still
many avenues left to explore when it comes to overall audience engagement with antiheroes,
especially those related to audience support of morally ambiguous antihero characters.

From the field of communication, the only study to my knowledge that addresses antihero
engagement outside of enjoyment was conducted by Bonus et al. in 2019. They brought in ADT
in conjunction with expectancy violation theory (EVT) to examine how moral violations impact
character liking and the development of parasocial relationships (or audience-character
relationships). While some expected patterns emerged (i.e., lower morality ratings related to
weaker parasocial relationships), they found that audiences responded in a variety of nuanced
ways which were only partially accounted for by ADT and EVT. They emphasized the need for
further theoretical development and pushed for more audience-driven, rather than researcher-
driven definitions and tropes when it comes to classifying characters. This was because some
audience members classified the role (i.e., hero, villain) and morality level of certain characters
in extremely different ways. Imposing a pre-determined label or even classification on some of
these characters may cause problems for researchers given the truly unique interpretation an

individual audience member may have about a given character. This idea of audience versus



researcher-driven conceptualizations and stimuli holds important implications for the future of
antihero research, which will be discussed later in this paper.

For additional insights into antihero engagement, one must look outside the field of
communication towards other literatures including film and philosophy. These disciplines have
taken an altogether different approach to the study of character/antihero engagement by focusing
on philosophical and critical analytical approaches rather than empirically-based surveys,
experiments, or variable approaches (manipulating and/or measuring the influence of specific
variables or the interaction between variables), which make up the bulk of communication
literature. Thanks to these differences, we can gain some alternative perspectives, ideas,
concepts, and theories that could strengthen the communication field’s understanding of antihero
engagement. While it would be impossible to address all the literatures, theories, and ideas
related to character/antihero engagement, a few concepts stand out as particularly useful.

Predominant amongst these ideas is the “structure of sympathy” developed by Murray
Smith, a film theorist. While originally developed to address engagement with all fictional
characters generally (Smith, 1994; Smith 1995), Smith also gave particular attention to how the
structure of sympathy could specifically address the unique peculiarities of antihero engagement
(Smith, 1999; Smith, 2011). The structure of sympathy includes three main elements that play
fundamental roles in audience engagement with fictional characters: recognition, alignment, and
allegiance. Recognition is the construction of the character in the eyes of the audience member —
who they are, what traits they have, etc. Alignment is the placement of the audience member to
the character by means of the story structure/content, including cinematography, point of view,
and access to information about the character’s actions, thoughts, and feelings. Finally, and most

relevant to the lingering question of why audiences root for antihero characters, is the concept of
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allegiance. Allegiance refers to the way an audience member assesses a character’s behaviors,
attitudes, and traits, leading them towards a sympathetic or antipathetic stance towards the
character. That stance reflects an audience member’s desire to root for or against a character.
Smith (2010) states that allegiance is a neutral construct through which all types of
characters may be evaluated. He argues that an audience member’s allegiance towards any given
character is determined fundamentally by moral evaluations, but he also recognizes, as others
have pointed out, the powerful influence of factors such as likability, charm, skill, wit, or other
attractive qualities. Allegiances differ from the more common concepts of sympathy, empathy,
and other cognitive or emotional reactions in that they are not in-the-moment responses to a
specific incident, but relatively stable stances founded upon an accumulation of “evidence” that
generally takes some time and familiarity to develop (Garcia, 2016; Plantinga, 2010; Smith,
2011). While more stable than sympathy and empathy, allegiances are constantly updated and
can change over time as characters develop or as new information is revealed, even after a
character has died (e.g., learning Snape’s true nature after he dies in the Harry Potter series).
What is particularly interesting about sympathetic allegiances is that they don’t
necessarily require strict liking, identification, or positive moral evaluations of a character to
develop. Many character shortcomings may be excused or overlooked if they have other
attractive or admirable qualities or actions, or have/are experiencing sympathetic
circumstances/contexts. A handful of film scholars have discussed narrative strategies that enable
audiences to develop allegiances towards morally ambiguous or otherwise distasteful antihero
characters, some of which are similar to strategies of moral disengagement. For instance, Garcia
(2016) summarizes a few of these strategies including 1) moral comparatism (pitting the antihero

against a worse villain); 2) the use of family relationships to humanize, soften, and justify actions
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of the antihero; 3) acts of contrition (showing guilt or remorse for immoral/bad acts); and 4)
portraying antiheros as victims of circumstance or other wrongful treatment. The structure of the
storytelling (or alignment, as Smith terms it) also contributes by providing information through
voice-over, flashbacks, and point of view — allowing audiences access to private or past
moments, thoughts, experiences, etc. (Smith, 1995; Smith, 2011; Mittell, 2015). Each of these
strategies helps audiences feel a more intimate sense of understanding or sympathy for the
character, which helps justify or soften their less-than-admirable behaviors and traits. However,
it should be noted that allegiances are not limitless or unconditional (Smith, 2011). Extreme
moral violations or negative character developments can cause audiences to abandon their sense
of allegiance towards a character, usually temporarily, but potentially permanently (Garcia,
2016; Smith, 2011).

Part of the reason overall likability or morality is not a requirement for sympathetic
allegiances is because, as Smith (1995; 2011) argues, audiences may develop partial allegiances,
which allow for the development of multiple contrasting stances towards a character in different
domains. For example, someone may develop sympathetic allegiances in support of Tony
Soprano as a father, but antipathetic feelings against him as a mob boss. Plantinga (2010)
similarly argues that multiple conflicting allegiances may form regarding different aspects of a
character, but further details the possible combinations of liking/disliking, sympathy/antipathy,
and allegiance/opposition all towards a single character. For instance, taking the character
Gregory House from the show House as an example, audiences may like his wit, dislike his
arrogance, feel sympathy towards his struggle with addiction, antipathy towards his treatment of

his more likable co-workers, allegiance towards him as a skilled and well-intended doctor, but
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opposition towards him as a person. It is this complexity that Plantinga (2010) and others argue
makes well-written antiheroes so engaging.

A handful of case studies and textual analyses have shown how the structure of sympathy
— particularly alignment and allegiance — function in real television narratives. For instance,
Mittell (2015) explores the full journey of Walter White from Breaking Bad, an antihero with an
a-typical negative trajectory, but shows how the principles of alignment and allegiance still
explain audience engagement with the character. Smith himself (2011) also provides an in-depth
analysis of Tony Soprano from The Sopranos, illustrating how the structure of sympathy
functions. Plantinga (2010) references several antiheroes in his paper, but focuses on the
character Tristan from the film Legends of the Fall, illustrating how these principles work even
in shorter-length narratives. Canet (2019) takes a slightly more detailed approach, examining the
push and pull of both “sympathetic strategies” and ““antipathetic strategies” (as he calls them)
similar to those discussed by Garcia (2016) (see above) to understand audience engagement with
Tony Soprano, especially as they relate to his relationship with another key character in the
show, Dr. Melfi. His aim was to highlight the important role other characters play in an
audience’s experience and allegiance with an antihero character. Each of these analyses show
strong support for both the depth and breadth of the explanatory power of the structure of
sympathy and its role in audience engagement with antihero characters.

In sum, allegiances reflect an audience member’s overarching stance towards characters
of all types (liked, disliked, moral, amoral, ambiguous) in ways that are dynamic, multi-
dimensional, and conditional upon a variety of character, narrative, and audience variables
(Garcia, 2016; Plantinga, 2010; Smith, 2011). The concept of allegiance provides a useful lens

through which we can investigate how and why audiences root for morally-complex, even
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dislikable antihero characters. It reaches beyond any of the currently popular concepts of
narrative engagement from the communication literature (i.e., identification, homophily, liking,
attraction, etc.) and could be used to bridge the empirically-based communication literature with
that of the analytically-based film theory literature.

Gaps in the Antihero Literature

As mentioned in the previous discussion on the existing antihero literature, the vast
majority of studies on antihero engagement conducted in the field of communication have
focused on predicting a specific outcome or effect of antihero engagement, primarily enjoyment.
They sought to identify factors that predict antihero enjoyment, testing concepts/variables such
as moral disengagement, identification, liking, and individual differences (i.e., trait empathy, pre-
existing schema, etc.) (Eden et al., 2017; Janicke & Raney, 2015; Janicke & Raney, 2018;
Krakowiak & Oliver, 2012; Raney, et al., 2009; Sanders & Tsay-Vogel, 2016; Shafer & Raney,
2012; Tsay-Vogel & Krakowiak, 2016). Almost all of these studies used experimental or
variable approaches (primarily using surveys) to test their hypotheses, consistent with the recent
effects-based methodological paradigm common within the academic field of communication
(Lang & Ewoldsen, 2010).

These studies provide excellent empirical data regarding the relationship between key
variables such as moral evaluation, liking, and enjoyment. For instance, one of the most recent
antihero studies combined pre-existing findings into a model of antihero enjoyment, which they
tested to overall success. Their model begins with individual audience traits (specifically
willingness to accept violence), which predicted moral disengagement, leading towards greater
identification and character liking, which ultimately predicted enjoyment (Janicke & Raney,

2018). However, these researchers recognized the limitations of their study, noted the variability
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in patterns across the three stimulus films, and suggested that future work could contribute
additional variables to improve the predictability of their model.

While this model-building approach to antihero studies will certainly enhance our ability
to predict audience responses to antihero narratives, there are some important limitations to this
approach. First, the variables and concepts tested in these studies were brought to the table by the
researchers themselves. This means that the variables included have been pre-filtered by the
researchers’ own perspectives, hypotheses, and academic traditions. Naturally, a long history of
media engagement literature has resulted in a battery of proven engagement variables (i.e.,
morality, liking, identification, etc.), but the remaining gaps in the antihero literature clearly
indicate the existence of additional variables, concepts, and processes that antihero scholars have
not yet been discovered. Therefore, alternate methodologies allowing for audience-driven
perspectives, for instance, could provide new and valuable insight that researcher-driven
methodologies are not capable of tapping.

The over-reliance on researcher-driven methods and the limitations of empirical, effects-
based studies in the field of communication has been a topic of recent discussion (Jingjing &
Lang, 2018; Lang, 2013; Lang & Ewoldsen, 2010; Poole, 2007). These scholars argue that this
effects-based approach limits both the types of questions we can ask and the types of results we
can gather. For example, effects-based models are well suited to answer questions about if
antihero engagement effects change in an audience member (i.e., enjoyment, imitation), but they
were not developed to address questions of how or why those effects occur (Lang & Ewoldsen,
2010). While a few effects-based studies can and have provided some insight into more dynamic
communication processes (including character engagement) in an attempt to address questions of

how and why, the correlational surveys, experiments, and variable approach employed by such
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studies only capture snapshot insights and short-term effects of those processes (Tukachinsky &
Stever, 2019).

To answer questions of how and why antihero engagement functions and affects viewers,
we should broaden our methodological approaches to include more exploratory, process-focused
methods that were built to answer just such questions (Donsbach, 2006; Lang, 2013; Lang &
Ewoldsen, 2010; Poole, 2007). We can take advantage of several qualitative methods of research
that are guided by theory and grounded in data, yet open and flexible enough allow for rich,
complex, and unexpected insights to emerge. Furthermore, this exploratory approach will allow
for audience-driven rather than researcher-driven data, greatly freeing the results from the
limited perspectives and expectations of the researcher. Specifically, this project will use focus
groups, in-depth interviews, and thought-listing exercises to address the overarching question:
How do audiences engage with antihero characters?

Current Studies

The question of how audiences engage with antiheroes is clearly very broad and could be
approached in many ways. While exploratory in nature, the approach taken in this project was
guided by a theoretically-based understanding of narrative and character engagement. For
instance, we know that characters play a central role in narrative engagement and that audiences
engage in automatic parasocial processes (interpretation and evaluation) with those characters
(Dill-Schackleford et al., 2016; Hartmann, 2008). But we don’t have a full picture of what
elements within a narrative audiences pay atten