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Sexual and Violent Imagery in Movie
Previews: Effects on Viewers’
Perceptions and Anticipated Enjoyment

Mary Beth Oliver, Sriram Kalyanaraman, Chad Mahood,
and Srividya Ramasubramanian

Two experiments were conducted to explore the contributions of sex-
ual and violent images contained in movie previews on viewers’ antici-
pated perceptions and enjoyment of previewed films. In neither study
were portrayals of sex or violence directly associated with greater an-
ticipated enjoyment. However, both studies provided evidence that
sexual and violent portrayals may indirectly enhance viewers” enjoy-
ment via perceptions of heightened suspense (Study 1) or heightened
humor (Study 2). These results are discussed in terms of viewers’ re-
sponses to media images of sexuality and violence, and the importance
of these portrayals in the marketing of motion pictures.

Television programs, movies, video games, and the Internet all provide consumers
with a multitude of entertaining diversions, with competition for viewers’ attention ar-
guably at an all-time high. In terms of motion picture entertainment specifically, the
importance of media promotion is evidenced in terms of the sheer amount of money
spent on movie marketing. In 2004, member companies of the Motion Picture Associ-
ation of America spent an average of $30 million per film on advertising (MPAA Re-
search Development, 2005). Research concerning the role of motion picture promo-
tion on viewers’ preferences also supports the notion that movie previews play an
important role in entertainment-selection decisions. For example, Faber and O’Guinn
(1984) found that consumers rated movie trailers as more useful, important, and influ-
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ential sources of information than any other type of media or interpersonal source
with regard to their movie selections.

With the importance of movie promotion resulting in what is an arguable “glut” of
movie previews, what types of portrayals succeed in making movies appealing to
viewers, or at least making them more appealing than other movies that are also pro-
moted? At first glance, the answer to this question may seem obvious: Movie previews
contain content that reflects what one can expect to encounter when viewing the ac-
tual motion picture. However, anecdotal evidence suggests that producers of movie
previews also typically attempt to appeal to a teenage demographic, and, as such,
tend to emphasize what this demographic is thought to enjoy—namely sexual and vi-
olent portrayals. As one movie marketer explained, “The objective of nearly every
movie trailer is to get teenage boys’ butts into seats ... And that means going for as
much violence and sex as you can jam into 2 1/2 minutes” (Streisand, 1999, p. 57).
Such statements are consistent with the Federal Trade Commission’s (FTC) landmark
report (2000) which argued that movie producers use these elements (particularly vio-
lence) to target specific audiences and to presumably enhance audience interest.
They are also consonant with Oliver and Kalyanaraman'’s (2002) content analysis of
movie previews reporting that approximately 76% of the previews in their sample fea-
tured at least one act of aggression (with an average of 2.5 aggressive acts per minute),
and that 56% of the previews featured at least one sexual scene (with an average of
1.5 sexual scenes per minute).

Given the prevalence of motion picture marketing and the important role that pro-
motion is thought to play in viewers’ selection of entertainment, the purpose of this re-
search was to examine the influence of specific portrayals in movie previews on view-
ers’ perceptions. Namely, this research explored the effects of sexual and violent
images in previews on viewers’ perceptions—and anticipated enjoyment—of the
film.

Explanations for the Role of Violent and Sexual
Content in Anticipated Enjoyment

It would appear that industry conjecture concerning viewer enjoyment, as well as
content analytic research, imply that sexuality and particularly violence may play im-
portant roles in viewers’ selection and anticipated enjoyment of motion picture enter-
tainment, though whether or not this conjecture is correct and the reasons for why it
may be effective are unclear at this point. Perhaps the most straightforward explana-
tion for the possible effectiveness of sex and violence in movie trailers is that such por-
trayals accurately depict what movie-goers will see and, more importantly, want to
see in full-length feature films. The idea that at least some individuals find images of
violence and sexuality inherently appealing or gratifying has received an abundance
of research attention with a variety of explanations offered for the gratifications that
viewers may obtain. Among these explanations are that sexual and violent portrayals
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offer viewers the opportunity for catharsis or sexual release (e.g., Feshback & Singer,
1971), that violent portrayals provide viewers with the opportunity to confront their
own anxieties in safe environments (e.g., Goldstein, 1986), or that individuals have a
natural (or sometimes morbid) curiosity about these types of media images (e.g.,
Aluja-Fabregat, 2000; Zuckerman & Litle, 1986).

Of course, the argument that violence and sexuality are effective selling tools in
movie promotion because people simply enjoy these types of portrayals is far from a
satisfying explanation. If sex and violence were the primary depictions of interest to
audiences, then the movie landscape would presumably focus exclusively on these
types of portrayals. However, it’s clear that viewers are interested in a variety of por-
trayals and story lines (e.g., drama, comedy), and yet violence and, to a lesser extent,
sexuality, are employed as marketing tools across a diversity of genres nevertheless.
Consequently, alternative theoretical mechanisms are needed to help understand
how (and if) violence and sex may effectively function as a means of attracting view-
ers to a diverse array of motion picture genres.

Research on disposition theory provides one useful framework for understanding
how violence in particular may serve to boost audience gratification (e.g., Bryant &
Miron, 2002; Raney, 2003; Raney & Bryant, 2002; Zillmann & Bryant, 1994;
Zillmann & Cantor, 1977). In discussing media characteristics that make for “good
drama,” Zillmann, Bryant, and their colleagues are quick to point out that a crucial in-
gredient appears to be the depiction of conflict and its acceptable resolution (Bryant &
Miron, 2002; Zillmann & Cantor, 1977). Although the notion of “conflict” may be
conceptualized in a variety of ways, dramatic conflict is broadly defined as typically
involving a clash between characters, which could occur in a variety of genres such
as comedy, suspense, drama, etc. Across these types of entertainment fare, viewers
are thought to experience the greatest level of gratification when protagonists experi-
ence positive outcomes and/or when disliked characters experience failure or defeat,
whereas enjoyment is predicted to be hampered by the portrayal of protagonists who
succumb to failure or antagonists who are depicted as “unjustly” rewarded. In short,
disposition theory predicts that viewer enjoyment depends on the depiction of dra-
matic conflict, viewers’ dispositions toward the parties involved in the conflict, and
the ultimate outcomes that the parties experience. What this theory implies, therefore,
is that the depiction of conflict is a necessary (though not sufficient) condition for
viewer enjoyment. As Zillmann (1996) noted:

The clash of two or more antagonistic forces is viewed as a basic, necessary condition
for drama. Any and every dramatic situation is said to arise from such conflict, and it is
explicated or implied that drama cannot exist without the display of conflicts and cri-
ses in one form or another (p. 201).

Disposition theory has been applied to a variety of genres and media depictions, in-
cluding crime dramas (Raney & Bryant, 2002), sports (Zillmann, Bryant, & Sapolsky,
1989), suspense (Oliver, 1993; Zillmann, 1980, 1996), humor (King, 2003; Zillmann,
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2000), and news (Zillmann, Taylor, & Lewis, 1998), among others. In general, this line
of research suggests that violence can play an important role in viewer enjoyment by
enhancing the degree of perceived conflict or by depicting an outcome that is seen as
appropriate or “just” (e.g., the violent punishment of a villainous character). For ex-
ample, in the context of sports, Bryant (1989) argued that heightened perceived con-
flict is one explanation for viewers” enjoyment of violent or rough play: “The more vi-
olent the contest, the clearer the indication that the battle is being bitterly fought, and
the greater the drama and the viewers’ enjoyment” (p. 281). Likewise, in applying
disposition theory to the context of humor, Zillmann and Bryant (1991) argued that
aggression and hostility play a central role in many comedic offerings in which indi-
viduals are routinely “debased, demeaned, disparaged, ridiculed, humiliated, or oth-
erwise subjected to undesirable experiences short of truly grievous harm” (p. 270).

It is interesting to note that research on disposition theory does not suggest that vio-
lence per se is necessarily enjoyed by viewers, but rather what violence may imply
about dramatic conflict and its resolution. Consequently, this interpretation may help
explain why portrayals of violence may not always enhance viewer enjoyment, and
particularly if they are not perceived as contributing in a meaningful way to some nar-
rative or story line or if other narrative elements are successful in creating the dra-
matic conflict intended (e.g., Berry, Gray, & Donnerstein, 1999; Hansen & Hansen,
1990; Sparks, Sherry, & Lubsen, 2005; Zillmann & Mundorf, 1987). What might this
mean, then, for the role of violence in motion picture promotion? Given that movie
trailers have only an abbreviated amount of time in which to overview the plot of a
film and to pique viewers’ interest, violent content may effectively function as a quick
and unambiguous indicator that the film will contain dramatic conflict—be it conflict
in the form of suspense, conflict in the form of romantic entanglements, or conflict in
the form of humorous clashes. More protracted depictions of dramatic conflict such
as arguments, chase scenes, or witty banter that may be actually featured in the film
are not only arguably improbable to include in 2-minute trailers, but they may further
not “translate” well to global movie-marketing contexts (Gerbner, 1999). One impli-
cation of this interpretation is that violence in previews may not necessarily increase
anticipated enjoyment because viewers anticipate more violence, but rather because
violence increases anticipation associated with the type of dramatic conflict expected
(e.g., suspense, humor).

Although a substantial amount of research has explored the role of media violence
in enhancing dramatic narrative, much less attention has been given to how depic-
tions of sexuality may function in regard to viewers’ perceptions and enjoyment.
Although noting that sexual depictions may be enjoyable in and of themselves and
that romantic and sexual themes may be central to many movie plots, the issue of how
sexual portrayals in movie promotion affect expectations and anticipated enjoyment
is unclear at this point. At a most basic level, it seems reasonable to suggest that both
violent and sexual portrayals may effectively serve to increase viewer attention—
thereby making the previewed movie more salient or memorable. However, research
on the arousing potential of media content suggests that these types of images may
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also serve to intensify additional perceptions that may be seemingly unrelated to ag-
gression or sexuality.

Specifically, the excitation transfer framework suggests that arousal elicited from
one instigating stimulus can serve to heighten emotional responses to—and percep-
tions of—concurrent or subsequent stimuli occurring in close temporal proximity
(Bryant & Miron, 2003; Zillmann, 1971; Zillmann, 1984; Zillmann, Hay, & Bryant,
1975). Further, given the nonspecific nature of arousal, the valence associated with an
instigating stimulus need not be the same as the valence associated with the subse-
quent or co-occurring stimulus. For example, arousal elicited from frightening stimuli
may serve to intensify subsequently experienced feelings of joy or relief, arousal from
exposure to sexuality may serve to intensify feelings of hostility, or arousal from some-
thing as simple as increased exercise can serve to intensify perceptions of the aes-
thetic value of erotic entertainment. The importance of excitation transfer on viewers’
perceptions of media content has been demonstrated in a variety of genres, including
suspense (Zillmann, 1980), horror (Oliver, 1994), erotic materials (Cantor, Zillmann,
& Bryant, 1975), humor (Cantor, Bryant, & Zillmann, 1974), music (Cantor &
Zillmann, 1973), and advertising (Mattes & Cantor, 1982). Applied to the context of
movie promotions, this reasoning suggests that although violent and/or sexual por-
trayals may be attention-getting and arousing in their own right, these types of depic-
tions may also function to intensify responses to other aspects of media depictions oc-
curring in close temporal proximity (e.g., humorous content, tragic portrayals,
suspenseful scenes). Ultimately, insofar as these other perceptions are an expected
and desired reaction to the plot (e.g., humor in response to a comedy), sexual and vio-
lent portrayals may lead indirectly to greater anticipated enjoyment.

Present Research

In summary, sexual and violent images are staples in movie promotion, with their
prevalence implying that they are commonly used as a means of luring viewers to the
screen. A review of existing literatures and theoretical perspectives on viewers’ re-
sponses suggests two hypotheses. On the one hand, portrayals of sexuality and vio-
lence may be inherently enjoyable to viewers, suggesting that the inclusion of such
images should be directly related to favorable evaluations:

H1aThe inclusion of sexual and/or violent images in a movie preview will be directly
associated with anticipated enjoyment of the previewed film.

In contrast, prior theorizing on viewers’ responses to these depictions in entertain-
ment suggests that these types of portrayals may function in ways that are broader
than simply appealing to viewers’ curiosity about violence and sex per se. That is, vio-
lence and sexuality in movie promotion may function as effective selling tools not so
much because they affect viewers’ expectations about seeing these specific types of
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images in the full-length film, but because they serve to heighten expectations that are
more proximate precursors to anticipated enjoyment.

HipThe inclusion of sexual and/or violent images in movie previews will be indirectly
associated with anticipated enjoyment via perceptions of other film characteristics
(e.g., suspense, humor).

To examine the scope of these competing hypotheses across variations that may be
attributable only to differences associated with any specific genre, two studies were
conducted—Study 1 in the context of suspense, and Study 2 in the context of comedy.
Audience responses to suspense and to comedy were clearly expected to differ, with
previews for suspense predicted to elicit perceptions of thrills, and previews for com-
edy predicted to elicit perceptions of humor. However, the exploration of two genres
allowed for the examination of the theorized role of sexual and violent images in in-
fluencing audience perceptions in ways that may ultimately lead to increased antici-
pated enjoyment.

Study 1
Method

Participants. One-hundred and eight undergraduate students (N = 108) partici-
pated in the experiment in exchange for a nominal amount of extra credit.! These par-
ticipants consisted of 68 females and 40 males who ranged in age from 19 to 33 years,
M=21.38, SD = 2.14.

Design and Procedures. This study employed a 2 X 2 between-subjects experi-
mental design in which participants were randomly assigned to view a preview for a
movie that varied the presence of sexual images (present, absent) and violent images
(present, absent).? Study sessions were conducted by trained graduate students in a
quiet room located in a building adjacent to campus. Participants in small groups of
one to four individuals viewed the movie preview on a large-projection video screen
that was approximately 4 feet in height, with individuals seated at a distance that
would allow for comfortable viewing (i.e., approximately 15-20 feet away from the
screen).

Stimulus Materials. The trailer employed in this study was a 30-second preview
for a foreign-language film that could best be described as a suspense-thriller.> The
English-language narration included in the preview was constant across the four ex-
perimental conditions, with the narrator using the words “suspenseful” and “thriller”
to describe the film. The video images consisted of a montage of semantically unre-
lated rapidly changing scenes from the movie. These images were edited by using the



21:28 20 February 2009

[ Texas A&M University] At:

Downl oaded By:

602 Journal of Broadcasting & Electronic Media/December 2007

original preview as the base and inserting video footage taken from the full-length
motion picture into the preview so as to manipulate the presence or absence of sexual
and/or violent images. The manipulation of sexual images involved the inclusion of a
total of five scenes accounting for 12 of the 30 seconds. These scenes included a man
and a woman kissing, a woman pulling up her skirt and sitting on a man’s lap, and a
man unclothed (though covered by a blanket) in bed, etc. The manipulation of the vi-
olent images involved the inclusion of a total of five scenes accounting for 9 of the 30
seconds. These scenes included a man whose face had been bloodied, two men
pushing and shoving another man, a man pointing a gun at another individual, etc.

Measures. Immediately after viewing the preview, participants completed a ques-
tionnaire asking them to indicate their perceptions of the film based on what was seen
in the preview. The first section of the questionnaire presented a series of adjectives
(e.g., enjoyable, violent, boring, etc.), instructing participants to indicate the extent to
which each adjective was descriptive of their anticipated perceptions of the film using
scales ranging from 1 (not at all) to 7 (very much). The second section asked partici-
pants to indicate their overall interest in viewing and their likelihood of selecting to
view the film in a variety of venues (e.g., on video, in the theater, etc.) on scales rang-
ing from 1 (not at all) to 7 (very much).

An exploratory factor analysis was conducted using principal components extrac-
tion and varimax rotation to reduce the number of items into subscales. One item (rat-
ings of funny) was dropped because it was the single variable loading on a given fac-
tor, and two additional items (ratings of suspenseful and ratings of thrilling) were
dropped because they cross-loaded across factors. However, these two items were
strongly correlated (r= .71, p < .001) and were consequently averaged into a single
scale labeled “anticipated suspense” for use in subsequent analyses (M = 4.90; SD =
1.26). The factor analysis of the remaining items revealed three factors accounting for
70.60% of the variance. (A factor analysis employing an oblique rotation yielded the
same factor structure). The first factor labeled “anticipated enjoyment” consisted of
ratings of enjoyable, exciting, interesting, boring (reverse coded), as well as overall in-
terest in viewing and the likelihood of selecting the movie to view on video, on pay
television, and in the theater (M = 4.11; SD = 1.34, Cronbach’s o = .94). The second
factor labeled “anticipated violence” consisted of ratings of scary, violent, disturbing,
and aggressive (M = 4.15; SD = 1.20, Cronbach’s o = .79). The final factor labeled
“anticipated sexuality” consisted of ratings of erotic, sexually explicit, and arousing
(M=4.13; SD=1.45, Cronbach’s a = .81).

Results

Manipulation Checks. To examine the extent to which the inclusion of sex and
violence affected participants’ expectations of sexuality and violence in the film, two
general linear model analyses of variance (ANOVAs) were conducted on anticipated
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sexuality and violence, employing sex (present/absent) and violence (present/absent)
in the preview as the independent variables (IVs). The analysis of anticipated sexuality
revealed a main effect for sex, with anticipated sexuality scores higher in the
sex-present condition (M =4.97, SE=.16) than in the sex-absent condition (M = 3.28,
SE=.16), F(1,104) =53.91, p<.001, n,? = .34. No other significant effects were ob-
tained. Similarly, the analysis of anticipated violence revealed a main effect for vio-
lence, with anticipated violence scores higher in the violence-present condition (M =
4.41, SE=.16) than in the violence-absent condition (M=3.91, SE=.16), [(1, 104) =
4.69, p < .05, mp? = .04. No other significant effects were obtained.

Direct Effects of Sex and Violence on Anticipated Enjoyment. To examine the ef-
fects of sex and violence on anticipated enjoyment of the film, a general linear model
ANOVA was conducted on enjoyment ratings, using sex and violence in the preview
as IVs. Contrary to Hypothesis Hy,, neither the main effects nor the interaction effects
were statistically significant (all Fs < 1).

Effects of Sex and Violence on Expectations Associated with Anticipated Enjoy-
ment. Subsequent analysis were conducted to further explore the relationship be-
tween images of sexuality and violence in the preview, resulting variations in expecta-
tions of what the film would be like, and, ultimately, anticipated enjoyment. Spe-
cifically, a path analysis was conducted to explore how images of sexuality and
violence contribute to anticipated sexuality and violence in the full-length feature,
and how these perceptions were related to anticipated suspense and enjoyment. In
this analysis, sexuality and violence in the preview were treated as exogenous vari-
ables, and anticipated enjoyment was employed as the final variable in the path. The
initial model included paths between all significant correlations, with the final model
reflecting only those paths that were significant at p < .05 (cf. Segrin & Nabi, 2002).

Figure 1 contains the final model in this analysis, with all paths reporting standard-
ized coefficients. This model is associated with x> =9.30, df=9, p= .41, suggesting a
good fit. Other indicators of fit suggested similar conclusions, x?/dfratio = 1.03; NFI =
.96; RMSEA = .02 (Arbuckle, 1996; Byrne, 2001; Maruyama, 1997; Schumacker &
Lomax, 1996). Consistent with Hypothesis Hyp, this model illustrates that images of
sexuality and violence in the movie preview were associated with increases in antici-
pated enjoyment, though the path from these variables was indirect. Specifically, im-
ages of sexuality were associated with greater anticipated sexuality in the film (B =
.56), and images of violence were associated with greater anticipated violence in the
film (B = .22). Both of these variables, in turn, were associated with higher levels of
anticipated suspense (anticipated sexuality, B = .19; anticipated violence, B = .60),
which were associated with greater anticipated enjoyment (B = .72). This model also
showed that higher scores on anticipated violence were associated with higher scores
on anticipated sexuality (B =.52). Bootstrapping of the indirect effects of images in the
preview on anticipated enjoyment revealed significant indirect effects for both violent
images (B = .09, p < .05) and sexual images (B = .07, p < .05).
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Figure 1
Path Analysis of Relationships between Sexuality and Violence
and Anticipated Perceptions in Study 1

Violence in _| Anticipated
Preview 20" Violence .60
A
5y Anticipated .| Anticipated
Suspense Enjoyment
y 72
Sex in .| Anticipated |/ .19
Preview 56 Sexuality

Hrk

*p<.05."p<.01."p<.001.

Discussion

The results of Study 1 suggest that although the inclusion of sex and violence in a
movie preview affects viewers’ anticipation of seeing sex and violence in the actual
motion picture, effects on increasing enjoyment are not direct. Rather, sex and vio-
lence appear to affect anticipated enjoyment indirectly by intensifying anticipation of
suspense in the film. However, because only one type of film was examined, perhaps
suspense thrillers are unique in juxtaposing sexual and violent portrayals in the depic-
tion of frightening scenes (see Cowan & O’Brien, 1990; Linz & Donnerstein, 1994). If
this speculation is correct, then the results of this study may suggest that sexual and/or
violent images in movie previews may be effective at ultimately increasing antici-
pated enjoyment, but only for a limited number of genres. To explore whether the
findings in this study are unique to only certain types of films, a second experiment
was conducted using the same procedures but examining a distinctly different genre.

Study 2
Method

Participants. One-hundred and thirty-five (N = 135) undergraduate students (100
females; 35 males) participated in the experiment in exchange for a nominal amount
of extra credit. Eighty-six of these participants were enrolled at a large West Coast uni-
versity, and 49 were enrolled at a large northeastern university.# Participants ranged in
age from 18 to 26 years, M =19.93, SD = 1.54.

Design and Procedures. This study employed a 2 X 2 between-subjects experi-
mental design in which participants were randomly assigned to view a preview for a
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movie that varied the presence of sexual images (present, absent) and violent images
(present, absent).” Participants viewed the preview on a large-projection video screen
that was approximately 4 feet in height, with individuals seated at a distance that
would allow for comfortable viewing (i.e., approximately 15-20 feet away from the
screen).

Stimulus Materials. The trailer employed in this study was a 60-second preview
for a foreign-language comedy. The English-language narration included in the pre-
view was constant across the four experimental conditions, with the narrator describ-
ing the movie as “funny” and as “a breezy charmer.” The video images consisted of a
montage of semantically unrelated rapidly changing scenes from the movie. These
scenes were edited by using the original preview as the base and inserting video foot-
age taken from the full-length motion picture into the preview so as to manipulate the
presence or absence of sexual and/or violent images. The manipulation of sexual im-
ages involved the inclusion a total of five scenes accounting for 15 of the 60 seconds.
These scenes included a man and a woman kissing, a woman pouring water over her
body in a seductive manner, a man and a woman making love (though full nudity was
not seen), etc. The manipulation of the violent images involved the inclusion of six
scenes accounting for 15 of the 60 seconds. These scenes included a man smashing
two other men’s heads together, a man holding a gun to another man’s head, a woman
punching a man in the face, etc.

Measures. Immediately after viewing, participants indicated their perceptions of
the film based on what was seen in the preview. The first section of the questionnaire
presented a series of adjectives, instructing participants to indicate the extent to which
each adjective was descriptive of their anticipated perceptions of the film on scales
ranging from 1 (notatall)to 7 (very much). The second section asked respondents to in-
dicatetheiroverallinterestin viewing and their likelihood of selecting to view the film in
a variety of venues on scales ranging from 1 (not at all) to 7 (very much).

An exploratory factor analysis using principal components extraction and varimax
rotation resulted in four factors accounting for 74.12% of the variance. (A factor anal-
ysis employing an oblique rotation yielded the same factor structure). The first three
factors were the same as those obtained in Study 1: “anticipated enjoyment” (M =
3.00; SD = 1.24, Cronbach’s a = .92), “anticipated sexuality” (M = 3.17; SD = 1.50,
Cronbach’s a = .85), and “anticipated violence” (M = 1.86; SD = 0.95, Cronbach’s «
=.79). The final factor, labeled “anticipated humor” consisted of ratings of funny,
comical, humorous, and slapstick (M = 3.76; SD = 1.24, Cronbach’s a = .86).

Results

Manipulation Checks. To examine the extent to which the inclusion of sex and vi-
olence affected participants’ perceptions, two general linear model ANOVAs were



21:28 20 February 2009

[ Texas A&M University] At:

Downl oaded By:

606 Journal of Broadcasting & Electronic Media/December 2007

conducted on anticipated sexuality and violence, employing sex (present/absent) and
violence (present/absent) in the preview as the IVs. The analysis of anticipated sexual-
ity revealed only a main effect for sex, with anticipated sexuality scores higher in the
sex-present condition (M = 3.88, SE=.17) than in the sex-absent condition (M =2.51,
SE=.16), F(1,131) =35.23, p<.001, ny?2 = .21. Similarly, the analysis of anticipated
violence revealed only a main effect for violence, with anticipated violence scores
higher in the violence-present condition (M = 2.31, SE = .11) than in the violence-
absent condition (M = 1.45, SE=.10), F(1, 131) = 34.40, p < .001, mp? = .21.

Direct Effects of Sex and Violence on Anticipated Enjoyment. To examine the ef-
fects of sex and violence on participants’ anticipated enjoyment of the film, a general
linear model ANOVA was conducted on enjoyment ratings, using sex and violence in
the preview as IVs. This analysis revealed a main effect for violence, F(1, 131) =
11.99, p<.001, mp? = .08, with participants reporting higher enjoyment scores for the
previews featuring violence (M = 3.36, SE = .14) than for those previews not featuring
violence (M =2.66, SE=.14). However, this main effect should be interpreted in light
of a Sex X Violence interaction that was also obtained, F(1, 131) =5.45, p<.05, 2=
.04. This interaction occurred because higher ratings of anticipated enjoyment were
more pronounced when sexuality was absent (violent previews: M = 3.65, SE=.19;
nonviolent previews: M =2.51, SE=.19) than when it was present (violent previews:
M=3.03, SE=.20; nonviolent previews: M=2.81, SE=.20). Consequently, this study
revealed only partial support for Hy,.

Effects of Sex and Violence on Expectations Associated with Anticipated En-
joyment. A path analysis was conducted to explore how images of sexuality and vio-
lence contributed to anticipated sexuality and violence in the full-length feature, and
how these perceptions were related to anticipated humor and enjoyment. The same
procedures that were employed in Study 1 were employed in this analysis.

Figure 2 contains the final model in this analysis, with all paths reporting standard-
ized coefficients. This model is associated with x?> = 13.35, df=7, p=.07, suggesting
a reasonably good fit. Other indicators of fit suggested similar conclusions, x?/df ratio
= 1.91; NFl = .94; RMSEA = .08 (Arbuckle, 1996; Byrne, 2001; Maruyama, 1997;
Schumacker & Lomax, 1996). This model illustrates that images of sexuality and vio-
lence in the movie preview were associated with anticipated enjoyment, though the
path from these variables was indirect. Specifically, images of sexuality were associ-
ated with greater anticipated sexuality in the film (8 = .42), and anticipated sexuality
was associated with both greater anticipated humor (8 = .54) and with greater antici-
pated enjoyment (B = .18). Interestingly, however, the direct path from sexual imagery
to anticipated humor was negative (B = —.28). In terms of violent images, these por-
trayals were associated with greater anticipated violence (8 = .42) and with greater
anticipated humor (B = .28), though the path from anticipated violence to anticipated
humor was nonsignificant. Finally, anticipated humor (B = .55) was associated with
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Figure 2
Path Analysis of Relationships between Sexuality and Violence
and Anticipated Perceptions in Study 2.

Violence in
Preview

Anticipated
Violence
' Anticipated 557 Anticipated
35 54 Humor | Enjoyment
A A .
Anticipated
e Sexuality 18
Sex in -28"
Preview
*p<.05."p<.01. " p<.001.

higher ratings of anticipated enjoyment. Bootstrapping of the indirect effects of im-
ages in the preview on anticipated enjoyment revealed a significant indirect effect for
violent images (B = .16, p < .01) but not sexual images (B = .05, ns). However, the in-
direct effect on anticipated enjoyment via anticipated humor was significant (8 = .30,
p < .01). These results lend general support for Hyp,.

Discussion

The results of Study 2 largely replicate those obtained in the first study, albeit for an
alternative genre. Whereas the initial analysis suggested that portrayals of violence
served to heighten anticipated enjoyment, the subsequent path analysis demonstrated
that this relationship was mediated by anticipated humor. That is, the most notewor-
thy function of portrayals and perceptions of sexuality and violence were in affecting
perceptions of humor, with humor being the strongest, most direct predictor of antici-
pated enjoyment. Although some differences were observed between the respective
models for suspense versus comedy (discussed below), the results of Study 2 suggest
that sexuality and violence in movie previews may function in similar ways across dif-
ferent genres.
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General Discussion

The results of the two studies reported here make an important contribution to the
existing literature by offering evidence for the indirect role of sexual and violent imag-
ery in movie marketing in general rather than in the context of only one type of genre.
Together, the results of these studies suggest that even a subtle manipulation of sexual
or violent content appears to have strong effects on audiences’ expectations of what
the previewed film will be like.

In examining the particular psychological effects that manifest upon viewing sexual
and violent images in a movie preview, the current research revealed that exposure to
violence and sex in movie previews led to an increase in anticipated violence and
sexuality in the full-length motion picture. That is, the presence of sex and violence in
the preview increased perceptions that more sex and violence would be encountered
when the actual feature film is seen in its entirety. In this regard, viewers seemed to as-
sume that the content of movie previews is representative of the subject matter de-
picted in the full-length movie and consequently, they appeared to have used the ma-
terial portrayed in movie previews as the basis for their thoughts about what to expect
from the movie.

In addition, these studies found that, consistent with Hypothesis 1b, the strongest
effects of sex and violence on anticipated enjoyment were indirect, operating primar-
ily to affect viewers’ anticipation of suspense or humor, with these variables being the
strongest predictors of participants’ interest in seeing the previewed film. These results
are consistent with both disposition theories of drama and with predictions associated
with excitation transfer. Namely, in contrast to Hypothesis 1a, neither of these per-
spectives implies that viewers necessarily enjoy sex and violence per se, but both of
these perspectives suggest that these types of images may serve to intensify percep-
tions of dramatic conflict that viewers do appear to find gratifying.

Interestingly, both studies also revealed significant positive associations between
anticipated violence and anticipated sexuality. Clearly, there are multiple possible in-
terpretations for the presence of such a relationship. One explanation could reside in
the excitation transfer framework, which suggests that viewers may be unable to un-
ambiguously attribute their arousal to sexual or violent stimuli (Bryant & Miron, 2003;
Zillmann, 1971, 1998). Alternatively, the connection between perceptions of sex and
violence may also be due to the possibility that if participants see more violence, they
are more likely to believe that the movie contains more adult portrayals in general,
and hence more sexual portrayals as well. An additional explanation for the correla-
tion between these two variables could be that viewers have developed a mental
model that associates violence and sexuality within their cognitive framework of what
movie previews represent (Roskos-Ewoldsen, Roskos-Ewoldsen, & Carpentier, 2002),
so that the presence of violence “primes” or triggers anticipations of sexuality as well.
If participants believe they are viewing a typical “R-rated” film preview, they may
then access an R-rated movie schema. This schema would inevitably contain
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thoughts and images relating to both sex and violence. Clearly, these interpretations
are speculative at this point, though they suggest that the interrelationships between
sex and violence in movie previews are deserving of greater elaboration in subse-
quent studies. Future research may not only examine the existence and activation of
an “R-rated sex and violence schema,” but also determine if such a schema carries
over to perceptions of sexual-violent connections outside of the realm of entertain-
ment.

With these similarities between the results of the two studies in mind, it is important
to note some differences between the models obtained in Study 1 versus Study 2.
First, unlike Study 1, Study 2 revealed a direct path from anticipated sexuality to en-
joyment that bypassed anticipated humor. In the context of comedy, it appears that
anticipation of sexuality—irrespective of whether such anticipations are associated
with humor or not—may serve to increase interest and enjoyment. Curiously, this
model also showed a negative relationship between portrayals of sex and anticipated
humor. However, an examination of the bivariate correlations showed no statistically
significant relationship between these two variables, suggesting that anticipated sexu-
ality acted as a suppressor variable in the relationship between sexual portrayals and
humor. That is, once perceptions of increased sexuality were statistically accounted
for, sexual portrayals seemed to diminish anticipated humor. Therefore, sexual por-
trayals may function to increase expected humor, but only insofar as they increase an-
ticipated content that is perceived as “erotic” or “arousing” (as was measured here).

Also unlike Study 1, Study 2 found that violence in the previews was directly asso-
ciated with greater anticipated humor, bypassing participants’ perceived violence.
Hence, portrayals of aggression appeared to enhance the comedy, but not by increas-
ing viewers’ anticipation of aggression or violence. Although these findings warrant
further scrutiny, the results obtained here may reflect the notion that violent portrayals
serve to increase perceived humor via some alternative mechanism, such as arousal.
This interpretation is consistent with prior research showing that participants rated
humorous cartoons as funnier if the cartoons followed arousing rather than
non-arousing messages (Cantor et al., 1974). Alternatively, an additional interpreta-
tion may be that violent portrayals in the context of humor are not perceived as espe-
cially harmful or aggressive, but are rather seen as but one example of a type of humor
that the viewer may expect to encounter in comedy. This interpretation is consistent
with Potter and Warren’s (1998) argument that violence in the context of humorous
portrayals tends to diminish the perceived seriousness or harmfulness of portrayed ag-
gressive acts (King, 2000; Potter, Pashupati, Pekurny, Hoffman, & Davis, 2002). Of
course, the belief that viewers may perceive aggressive behaviors as humorous
should not be understood as implying that violence in comedies is of no concern. In
fact, research from a variety of theoretical perspectives suggests that the trivialization
of the harmful consequences of violence may be particularly associated with in-
creased likelihood of aggression on the part of the viewer (Bandura, 1983; Jo &
Berkowitz, 1994).
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In answer to the specific question concerning whether sex and violence “sell,” the
response is that maybe they do, but only indirectly. As can be observed from the path
analyses in both studies, the direct paths between sex and violence in movie previews
and anticipated enjoyment failed to attain statistical significance. That is, the pres-
ence of sex and violence were associated only with intervening variables, with antici-
pated suspense or humor being the strongest predictors of increased viewer expecta-
tions of movie enjoyment. These results suggest that anticipated enjoyment is not so
much of a reflection of sexual and violentimages in isolation as it is a reflection of per-
ceptions that may result from such images. As such, these results further imply that if
some other types of portrayals could be used to increase anticipated humor (e.g.,
jokes, puns, etc.) or suspense (e.g., eerie music, dark lighting, etc.), then sex and vio-
lence may not be required to increase a movie’s appeal to viewers. Thus, it appears
that sex and violence as such do not sell, but other perceptions about the movie that
they trigger (i.e., anticipation about how funny the movie will be) are responsible for
attracting viewers.

Even though the results of these studies indicate that sex and violence in movie pre-
views lead to a series of heightened expectations about the movie itself, there are
some limitations that deserve attention. First, although two different genres were ex-
amined in this research to explore the scope of the resulting models, there obviously
exist numerous additional genres not explored, including action adventure, drama,
and science fiction, among others. Accordingly, the examination of additional genres
would clearly contribute to the robustness of this model. Likewise, employing a sam-
ple other than college students would allow for greater generalization. Although col-
lege students may be a particularly appropriate demographic to study given their high
consumption of entertainment, and movie entertainment specifically, this same sam-
ple may be more likely than other age groups to be responsive to violent and sexual
portrayals. Therefore, generalizing the results of this research to other populations
should be done with caution, and future research may gain from exploring other age
ranges and educational levels.

Future research would also benefit from the inclusion of additional variables. For
example, the authors suggest that these results are consistent with predictions from an
excitation-transfer perspective. However, this argument would clearly be more com-
pelling were physiological data to be employed in addition to self-report measures.

In addition, future research should consider further explorations concerning the
manner in which sex and violence are portrayed to determine whether the nature of
the portrayals plays a role in viewers’ perceptions. For example, given the importance
of “just” resolutions in disposition theory’s account for audience enjoyment, violent
imagery that implies the defeat of a beloved protagonist may serve to dampen viewer
interest. Therefore, future research may profitably explore not only the presence and
absence of violent and sexual imagery, but also the types of imagery that may lead to
greater or lesser interest.

Finally, the authors have only considered the “positive” consequences of increased
expectations in this research. However, it is also likely that heightened expectations
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due to indiscriminate inclusion of sex and violence in previews might have adverse
outcomes. For example, if viewers have been disappointed or angered by unfulfilled
expectations that arose due to a significant discrepancy between a preview and an ac-
tual movie, they might pay less attention to previews in the future because of de-
creased faith in the previews’ accuracy in representing what the movie will actually
feature. Therefore, future research would benefit from exploring both the positive and
negative implications of heightened expectations resulting from the inclusion of sexu-
ality and violence in motion picture promotion.

With these limitations in mind, the results of this research contribute to the litera-
ture concerning the role of sex and violence in affecting audiences’ enjoyment of me-
dia entertainment. Furthermore, they lend support to speculations of prior content an-
alytic studies that have implied that depictions of sex and violence are found
frequently in promotional materials because they are believed to lead to increased ex-
citement and interest in watching the full movie. Of course, these findings should not
be interpreted as suggesting that the “selling” of violence is something to be cele-
brated. In fact, the use of violence and aggression as a means of marketing entertain-
ment is fraught with a host of problems, including potential risks of increasing aggres-
sion, of exposing viewers’ to materials that they may find distressing, and of
contributing to desensitization, among others. As a result, regardless of whether or not
violence is an effective selling tool, other means of selling entertainment that are simi-
larly effective at increasing viewer interest and anticipated enjoyment are worthy of
research attention.

Notes

"Data for six females and one male were excluded from the sample because they reported
having seen the movie trailer employed in this study.

2Descriptive statistics for all of the variables in all of the cells in Study 1 and Study 2 are available
from the author upon request. The number of males and females in each experimental condition
were as follows: no sex or violence: males, 11, females 15; sex only: males, 11, females 18; vio-
lenceonly:males 11, females 17; sexand violence: males 7, females 18. The proportion of males to
females did not differ between experimental conditions, x? (df = 3) = 1.26, p = .74. Because the
gender of the participant did not interact with the manipulated Vs, males’ and females’ responses
are combined. Using Cohen’s (1988) effect size estimates, this design with 108 participantsand p<
.05 had power to detect moderate effect sizes (.15) of .98 (Faul & Erdfelder, 1992).

3Foreign-language films were employed in both studies to decrease the probability that partic-
ipants would have seen the films or the previews. Additionally, the previews for these films fea-
tured no dialogue between the characters, making editing of the materials straightforward and
believable.

4Data for seven females and four males were excluded from the sample because they reported
having seen the movie trailer employed in this study. Because no significant differences were ob-
served between the two sample locations on any of the dependent variables examined in the
study, data for the two samples were combined.

5The number of males and females in condition were as follows: no sex or violence: males,
10, females 25; sex only: males, 11, females 23; violence only: males 6, females 29; sex and vio-
lence: males 8, females 23. The proportion of males to females did not differ between experi-
mental conditions, x? (df=3) = 2.27, p=.52. Because the gender of the participant did not inter-
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act with the manipulated Vs, males’ and females responses are combined. Using Cohen’s (1988)
effect size estimates, this design with 135 participants and p < .05 had power to detect moderate
effect sizes (.15) of .99 (Faul & Erdfelder, 1992).
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