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Review of Literature
Emotional Contagion and Identification: An exploration through film in terms of spectator and character engagement
Introduction
[bookmark: _Hlk153480626]The intentions of this literature review are to outline notions of emotional contagion and identification with characters. This review will attempt to address how the two contribute to the creation of an emotional connection between the audience and characters in film. It could be suggested that most important factor in creating a good story is being able to depict life-like characters. There are studies to suggest that emotional contagion and character identification create a bond that is influential between fictional characters and film spectators. This engagement between a story and the spectator can sometimes be so secure that the characters or story world that they are engaging with can become almost more real than the world by which they find themselves in. A form of dissociating between the real world and the story world. Individuals may find themselves transported into the world of the character (Krieken, et al, 2017). This is referred to as identification between the viewer and the character. Identification is not the only component that can create such engagement. Emotional contagion theory also hypothesizes how spectators and characters interact on an emotional level. Emotional contagion stems from the concept of contagion theory; a theory of collective behaviour. When one individual witnesses another expressing a heightened emotional response, so too will that individual (Michael Kent, 2006). Hatfield, Rapon and Cacioppo (1993) produced studies to provide evidence on how an individual will tend to mimic behaviours and feel emotions similar to those who are present. They are ‘catching’ one’s emotions as a consequence of what they are watching. The act of witnessing the reproduction of an emotion is suggested to be an unconscious act (Wispe, 1991). The goal for this literature review is to begin an inquiry into what causes the deeper connection between spectator and character. Seeking to enhance future creative practices by addressing the question of; What makes you emotionally connected with film character? Exploring the power of emotional contagion and character identification. 
Defining Emotional Contagion
Many suggest that emotional contagion can occur not only in a physical setting but also whilst engaging in media such as film. A main feature of contagion is mimicry, specifically autonomic and motor mimicry. Motor mimicry describes how humans are able to recognize emotions and then empathise with those who are expressing said emotions. Motor mimicry is controlled by aspects such as facial expressions, body postures, and eye contact. This tends to be interpreted by observing one of these aspects, which is a conscious effort. Whereas, the concept of autonomic mimicry relies on unconscious signalling. Both of these models of emotional processing led to emotional contagion theory. (Prochazkova and Kret, 2017). An example of Emotional Contagion: In terms of Film spectators and characters. Coplan (2006), proposes that emotional contagion can occur the same way that it does in real life when someone is watching a film. Many studies that take place to prove the legitimacy of mimicry or emotional contagion, use film. Ekman et al (1890), used films as a stimulus to examine facial efference patterns. This demonstrated that the participants who were shown positive films with positive facial actions found themselves feeling happier. Whereas the participants who were shown a negative film, including negative facial actions, were reported as feeling more negative after the study. Demonstrating a differentiation in emotional engagement based on the film they were shown. 
Filmmakers and Emotional Contagion
Although films cannot create an exact recreation of a real-life situation and are technically only a simulation of real life, they are fully equipped to manipulate their audiences. Filmmakers are well-adjusted with a variety of techniques to make a story feel real, whether that be through storytelling or visual language. Filmmakers are able to guide their audience and direct them to specific characters, controlling the focus of their experiences or emotions. It can be suggested that the most important aspect of filmmaking in terms of producing emotional contagion between spectator and films, is using characters. Coplan (2006), references Carl Plantinga who explains the key elicit conditions of creating emotional contagion in a scene. The filmmaker will typically have a character shot from a close-up view that focuses on the character's face, this is then complimented with the pace of the narrative slowing down. Bringing spectator and character closer. This creates a shift in focus and portrays the interior emotions of the character. Which will then become the new focus point for the spectator. Suggesting that emotional contagion can be produced from characters by using visual language and narration together.  
Limitations in terms of emotional contagion with spectator and character engagement
 There are clear limitations to the studies of emotional contagion on spectator and character engagement. Many suggest that there is still a lack of “ecological validity”, meaning that there is a lack of tight environmental control when it comes to recreating the experience of real-life situations. Emotions that are being produced in a simulated environment are not the same as those produced in a real-life situation. The question could be asked; how truly powerful is the dynamic between filmmakers, their characters, and their audience? Are they in control of how spectators perceive the characters and produce this contagion themselves as they write their characters? Are the emotions that are picked up by spectators a direct correlation or do concepts such as ‘The Death of The Author’ occur? It could be suggested that these are understudied accounts of emotional contagion and what causes the powerful connection between spectators and characters. 
Potentially the theory of identification in terms of film spectators and characters can answer these deeper-rooted questions in terms of how truly powerful is the emotional engagement.
 Identification Theory in terms of Film Practice
 It’s proposed that to engage with something like film we have to feel. In terms of narrative character, Oatley (1999 p. 445), states how the audience has to become “an unobserved observer in the scenes of the lives of the characters in the story…”.  Additionally, he justifies the involvement with identification theory. He commits to the idea that identification is defined by how the spectator or reader (in his example), takes on the “protagonist” goals as if they were their own. He states that by considering these goals as important to their own, they will then begin to feel the same emotions. If the character succeeds in reaching these goals, then the spectator will feel joy or relief as if they too had accomplished them, in a way living through the character (Oatley, 1995). 
The conditions for identification between spectators and characters to occur
 Smith (1994), proposed that there are three elicit levels of imaginative engagement with characters. These responses in particular are combined under the ideals of ‘identification’. These are comprehending, appreciating, and interpreting fictional characters. 
Where many emotional contagion theorists would suggest that the connection is created on an unconscious level, where the spectator mimics the emotions of the character. Identification in terms of the film can be broken down into the terms of “central imaging” and “acentral imaging” according to Wollheim (1984). Wollheim describes acentral imaging as if the spectator imagines being in the event themselves; highlighting what they would possibly feel, see or smell. Whereas central imagining is not restricted to such physical sensations. You will not transport yourself into the position of the character yet you entertain the idea of being in their position. A lesser form of being fully present with the character as if you, yourself are them. Reimaging this Smith (2004) argues a new model in terms of engaging with characters. Where central imaging is referred to the likes of empathy and how the spectators will feel with the character. Whereas acentral imagining is associated with sympathy and how the spectator feels for the character. 
If this is true then does this suggest that there is a lack of evidence into why central and acentral imagining exactly occur? For the spectator to genuinely connect, must the character embody the spectators' beliefs, ideals, or outlooks? Will you only feel with the character if those qualities are clearly presented? If they are not then as Smith suggests, will the spectator only ever feel for them. Do we tend to not emotionally connect on a deeper level with characters that we pity and sympathise for rather than those who we truly embody and feel with. It could be suggested that central imagining correlates with emotional contagion and if central imaging is present then as a spectator, we begin to feel with the character then surely emotional contagion is also occurring at an unconscious level. This could possibly be factually justified with further research into the two topics. 
Conclusion
To summarise, the current literature highlights the significant roles of emotional contagion and identification in shaping the emotional dynamics between spectators and characters. Emotional contagion operates through unconscious processes. Where spectators pick up on visual cues like facial expressions, leading to a natural replication of the presented emotions. However, the specific influence in terms of an actor’s performance, the film's composition or narration of the dialogue still remains unclear. This aspect of emotional contagion in response to films is an evidently underexplored area. There is a lack of evidence on actual reports of identification and a model to justify what elicits identification. So, further defining these two concepts is crucial. It will lead to a deeper understanding, which may hold the key to enhancing emotional connections in cinema, creating a path for a future of a range of more emotionally rich storytelling.
















Research Essay
What makes you emotionally connected with film characters? Exploring the power of emotional contagion and character identification
Introduction
'Always make the audience suffer as much as possible', Alfred Hitchcock (no date). This quote highlights the importance of having an effect on one’s audience, by looking into the intricacies of human emotions. Touching upon how the storyteller can manipulate the emotions of their audience. It sparks an exploration of looking into the relationship between audience engagement and the emotional journey that is crafted by storytelling and storytellers. It indicates that storytellers are able to push the boundaries of not just being behind the screen. They can create a profound experience that can leave a lasting impression on audience members. It’s recognised that an important factor in filmmaking, is having the ability to create a connection between the story characters and the audience. Enabling them to feel or relate to what they are watching. Learning to understand what causes a deep emotional connection between character and spectators is vital in understanding how films succeed. Emotions tend to dictate whether an individual enjoys or recommends a film. It’s what differentiates highly rated films from those that are less so. Therefore, this essay will delve into the dynamics of audience engagement and the emotional journey crafted by storytellers. Focusing on aspects such as the powerful mechanisms of emotional contagion and identification with characters. By examining the horror genre and taking from examples like Pearl (2022) and Midsommar (2019), it will aim to illustrate how the ability to emotionally connect with characters is fundamental to creating a memorable cinematic journey.
Exemplary Models for Understanding Emotional Contagion and Character Identification
There are a series of models that have been discussed for a piece of film to elicit the response of emotional contagion. If we are to follow the example that Coplan (2006) references on behalf of Carl Plantinga, filmmakers are required to focus the audience's attention on the characters' facial expressions. This has to be done to elicit responses to contagion. This can be achieved via "extreme close-ups, shallow focus, various point-of-view structures, and by using progressively closer shots of a character's face and expressions". Furthermore, the shot duration can also play a key factor, "shots of a longer duration allow enough time for the activation of mimicry and feedback mechanisms". 
Coplan (2006), puts this model to work when discussing the introduction scene for Kill Bill Vol.1 (2003), the film's opening scene “contains minimal dialogue and minimal visual information other than what the characters face expresses”. Coplan defines this scene as being a prime example of effectively creating an emotional response from the audience. As emotional contagion is primarily referred to as an unconscious response, the emotional response in this piece must be a result of emotional contagion rather than a cognitively sophisticated response as the scene does not provide “enough information to engage in an imaginative project involving higher order processing or evaluations”. 
In terms of identification, this is described as “imagining being in someone else's shoes and seeing the world through his or her eyes” (Cohen 2001, cited in, Livingstone, 1998). It's also been understood that identification in terms of media characters creates “…feelings of affinity, friendship, similarity, and liking of media characters or imitation of a character by audience members” (Cohen, 2001). Therefore, we witness the audience releasing themselves of their values, virtues, and moral codes, this then results in them transporting themselves into the lives of the character on screen. If they share similar values then they are more likely to empathise with the character, feeling with them. Whereas, if they are dissimilar to the character, they may find themselves feeling for the character and sympathising with them. 

Producing an Emotional Response through the genre of Horror 
Horror could be suggested as a genre that creates a more heightened sense of character identification. Provoking a connection that is almost instinctive between the audience and the character. Following a thesis by Reiner (2016), the genre “is useful as identification is key to horror.”  If the audience identifies with a character who, for example, is being chased, the film can then effectively evoke fear, intensifying the impact of the scene on the audience. The structure of horror is also vital in piloting the audience towards identifying with characters in a scene, especially the main character. A horror film always reinforces the main protagonist. You typically follow horror through the lens of the protagonist for almost the entire plot. For example, Clover (1992), talks about how horror films are “structurally forced”, and that the audience is forced to typically identify with the “resourceful young female”, who is usually the remaining survivor in a lot of standard horror film structures. If we take the film Scream (1996), Casey the female lead protagonist is followed throughout the entirety of the film. The actions and consequences that happen within the film such as the other characters' death, revolve around Casey and her actions, hence forcing us to identify with her. The continuous immersion into the protagonist's perspective compels the audience to forge a strong emotional connection, assisting a deeper level of identification with the character. This approach to storytelling in immersing the audience with the protagonist is also discussed in Dark Thoughts: Philosophical Reflections on Cinematic Horror, which highlights the parallels in Alfred Hitchcock’s, Psycho (1960).  The book suggests how Hitchcock briefly challenged the traditional narrative expectations highlighted by Clover by “briefly raising the question of what happens when the human monster is the sole focus of our sympathies.” In Psycho, after the main characters are killed off, the audience is left with Norman Bates as the ‘default’ protagonist, creating a thought-provoking dynamic that differs from the conventional horror film structure highlighted by Clover. Both these examples showcase how filmmakers can manipulate audience identification and emotional engagement by pushing boundaries of traditional storytelling structures.
Bernd Warnders book The Emotion of Horror: Towards an Integrated Understanding of Emotional Responses in Mediated Contexts, explores the concept that emotions, such as horror, are linked to the sensation of a 'perceived loss of control.'. Furthering this point on the work of Carroll Clover and how “we temporarily accept the fictional world that is presented to us as our reality and consequently choose to believe in the existence of its characters and horrific monsters, which evokes genuine fear” (Warnders, in cited, Carroll 1990).  If the audience releases control over their emotions and rational processing, it will allow them to experience fear in the same realm as the protagonist. By associating with the experience of being chased or fending off a horrific character, the intensity of fear that would elicit from the situation, would project onto the audience as if they were to experience it in the real world. In terms of emotional contagion, when experiencing the ceaseless doom that the protagonist tends to be met with, within a horror piece, so too does the audience. They will unconsciously take on these intense emotions of fear, disgust or even genuine horror. According to an article in The Psychology of Fear, “Horror entertainment can trigger the fight-or-flight response, which comes with a boost in adrenaline, endorphins and dopamine.” (CPS Global, 2023). Therefore, the initial reactions to a horror film, will instantly give the audience a sense of this emotional connection. Before even rationalising what, they are witnessing. It could be urged that this proves the power of the horror genre and how it can trigger responses such as emotional contagion and identification with character.
Creating an emotionally engaging experience, about Pearl (2022)
Pearl (2022), an American horror by director Ti West, is a film that could be considered to exemplify what it means to emotionally engage with a character. The film has been referred to as a “masterclass in finding sympathy for the devil” (Loughrey, 2023). Pearl is about a girl living on a farm with her German immigrant parents during the influenza pandemic. Pearl, the main character finds herself somewhat trapped, in a dull, unrewarding lifestyle.  She wishes to become a ‘chorus girl’ and leave the farm. However, her mother disapproves of this, believing Pearl would be unable to cope as she has psychopathic tendencies such as; abusing her father, who is paralyzed and killing farm animals. Pearl is the protagonist in this piece. A psychotic killer who ends up murdering both her parents, the man whom she wants to run away with, and a few others along her journey. Regardless of her tendencies and the gory deaths that the audience witness, the piece has still been referred to as a film “that carefully crafts this brilliantly complex character and leaves the viewer conflicted about how they should feel about the young, hopeful, murderous Pearl.” (Torres, 2022). 
This piece takes a psychotic, murderous character like Pearl and plays with the audience's emotions. On the one hand, from a sophisticated cognitive approach, the audience can identify that her actions are immoral, unforgivable, and heinous acts of violence. However, it could be suggested that you can also somewhat understand her actions. She merely wants a better life. Her values and desires are similar to most, she wants to achieve the very best of her goals, and she wants to be famous and out of her small town, lonely farm setting with her parents. She desires to be free. Emotional contagion according to Barger and Grandey (2006), is where an individual attempts to "affiliate or empathise with others." Which tends to also be labelled as an unconscious act, a natural response to the emotions that are being projected through the character. If so, does this suggest that the audience on an unconscious level is looking past Pearl's murderous tendencies and feeling with her innocent natural desires? It could propose that the portrayal of this character's true desire is so clear that emotional contagion overpowers the audiences' ideals of what's right and wrong and ultimately depicts how the audience engages on an emotional level emphasising her dilemmas. Placing themselves into the shoes of Pearl and experiencing her world through their own eyes. A further inquiry into how Pearl (2022) creates emotional contagion could be asked. 
For instance, in the often quoted, 'I'm a star' scene, after finishing her performance for her audition to be a chorus girl. Pearl is rejected by the scouts. Visually the scene is heavy. The Scene plays out in a montage-like sequence where the edit flicks back and forth between Pearl and the judges. As Pearl becomes more upset, the camera focuses more on her, for longer periods. The audience is forced to focus on Pearl and the empty stage alone. The audience gets further drawn in as the camera focuses further on Pearl with a close-up shot of her face as she screams through tears that she's 'a star'. The judges don't understand how much she needs this opportunity and that she will, in fact, be 'a star'. The close-up focuses on the raw emotions that are emitting from Pearl. Her eyes welled to the brim with tears, spitting as she speaks, her face crumpled with overwhelming outrage and sadness as she watches her opportunity be taken from her. The focus centres Pearl's facial expressions and body movements are enough to captivate the audience. The effective choice of only lighting her face in the close-up and not the rest of her body or the background pulls in the audience. To fixate only on her and her distress. The lingering shots of her face, which last for longer than an average shot from the rest of the sequence, give that time for what the audience are witnessing to set in. It gives the audience enough time to process her situation and involuntarily feel for her even if they disagree with her actions. In this scene alone, regardless of the rest of the film. You see the pure innocence of the character. Pearl is merely a young woman aspiring to be more than what she is, she's lost in her dreams. 
Using the provided model by Coplan, as a reference, it seems that Pearl does adhere to the principles. It follows those necessary beats to create the foundation for the presence of emotional contagion. Despite the fact that this scene includes dialogue and provides a generous amount of contextual information throughout the film. This scene's strength in particular is its visual language. If one was to strip away its dialogue and isolate it from the rest of the film the visuals alone would still be able to successfully convey that deeper emotional expression of the character. Through its close-ups, effective acting and editing structure, the visual language of the scene would project the character’s anger, sadness and overall disappointment, making that deeper connection between character and audience. 


A different approach to creating an emotionally engaging experience, Midsommar (2019)
Midsommar (2019), is a folk horror by director Ari Aster. The film follows protagonist Dani, her boyfriend, and a few of his friends who have been invited to a midsummer festival by their Swedish friend Pelle. The piece takes a distinctive approach to crafting an emotionally engaging experience. In a review from SYFY, Midsommar “emphasises the importance of acknowledging one's emotions, from grief to rage…” (Lane, 2019). Unlike conventional horror structures, where the protagonist is typically being chased by a monstrous being, Midsommer combines supernatural folk customs with raw human emotions. Throughout, the audience witnesses the cathartic release of feelings that one typically suppresses. It creates an intense emotional atmosphere when combining the human psyche with the horrors of the folk festival. 
For example, taking the final scene which is the cult ritual where all the final sacrifices take place. Christian is placed within a skinned bear after being paralyzed by one of the elders, he and his friends are placed in a barn which is then set on fire. The camera starts off at a medium close-up and then slowly pans out into a wide shot, not only to reveal the other victims in the barn but also to establish that Christian has no control over his setting, this is the final outcome in his story. He will burn to death with no ability to struggle as he is paralysed by the drug. The shot continues outside of the barn into an extreme long shot, showing only the barn and the rich Swedish mountain landscape. The shot is quite poetic and takes you out of the tragedy that is currently occurring as the barn has not quite begun to burn from the outside just yet. As the shot progresses, we are met with a disturbed Dani, it’s a medium close-up which as the audience you would expect the shot to progresses further into Dani and closing in on her face and focusing in her expression of pure confusion and disappear as if though she is processing what is happening in front of her own eyes, but it does not. After around 3 seconds of the shot, the edit quickly switches to the villagers panning across them as they chant in song. As the barn burns, the victims burn alive and begin to wail and shriek in pain so too do the villagers, they mimic Christian and the friends cries of pain as their flesh burns. Dani begins to scream in terror as she watches her ex-boyfriend and his friends burn. As she walks away from the scene, fumbling over her dress of flowers and spluttering out cries, the villagers then begin to mimic her actions, wailing with her, fumbling over, falling to the ground. “…echoing her sounds, sharing in her grief, her anger, her rage and amplifying it even further. It's a scene that's indescribably cathartic to watch unfold on-screen in spite of the film's otherwise unsettling atmosphere” (Lane, 2019). The idea of this ‘cathartic’ ritual releasing of emotions is almost contagious in itself. 
Midsommar doesn’t follow the model established by Coplan exactly, it creates its own pathway into producing an emotional engagement between the audience and character. This departure from the model emphasises how Midsommar’s approach follows a less typical structure. Where individuals that have denoted that mimicry resonates from a film as a result of identification with a character. It seems the director plays with this; they recreate emotional mimicry within the films itself. By utilising a direct visual representation of mimicry, they attain a profound connection between the audience and characters. Typically, both emotional contagion and identification resonate between the main character and the audience. Whereas in Midsommar, there is clearly a direct emphasis on Dani’s character and creating that emotional relation between audience and character. There is also an emphasis on the other characters and the emotions that they are all sharing and expressing among themselves. The emotional engagement extends beyond the typical character-audience relationship and highlights this immersive like experience where the characters' emotions are interwoven into the narrative of the film. These shared experiences of emotions and the unity in shared emotional expression really challenges the typical ideals of what it takes to emotionally engage with a material like film. It creates an atmosphere where the audience too feels that incredible liberation of releasing one’s emotions. Those screams of anger, pain and suffering are almost healing when they are voiced together. 
Although Midsommar, does divert from the conventional models of how to produce emotional contagion within an audience. It adapts a different approach that could equally be deemed as successful. It could even be proposed that based upon the research carried out by various researchers, who have been discussed within the layers of this essay, that Midsommar takes a more innovated approach. It also adheres to Cohen’s notion of ‘affiliating’ with the character/characters, which results in a relationship between the shared emotional experiences by the character on-screen and the audience members off-screen. Midsommar is able to engage its audience through collective mourning, chants, screams and tears, facilitating an identification between them and the characters emotions. Not only does it delve into human connections, it also depicts an exploration of “examining the still-present gender inequality, critiquing systems of power and institutional biases, calling out men, and empowering and empathising with women” (Haralu, 2021, pg.64), its able to skilfully present raw emotions whilst also scrutinising power structure between men and women and also create an empowering and empathising female character. Works by Laura Mulvey, have often suggested that a female will never truly identify with a female character as they are typically designed to be for the male gaze. Mulvey “looks at women from a male point of view and regards them as mere (sexual) objects.” (University of Westminster, unknown). For Midsommar, this isn’t the case. It’s being reviewed as a piece that’s ‘cathartic’, demonstrates ‘female rage’ and exemplifies female empowerment. So, is this less traditional dynamic of mimicry and over dramatized depictions of emotions, a powerful way of achieving character identification and emotional contagion to all audience members regardless of gender identity? 
Conclusion
To conclude, delving into the case studies of both Pearl (2022) and Midsommar (2019), it’s evident that contemporary cinema is beginning to increasingly employ strategies that produce the responses of emotional contagion and character identification. Both films in their own way are able to create a powerful dynamic that causes audience members to emotionally identify with characters that they are watching on the screen. For filmmakers, those who are able to forge experiences between their audiences and characters, that go beyond the borders of simple storytelling and overcome the screen are able to produce pieces that linger with the audience long after the final act. The phenomenon of emotional contagion and character identification allows filmmakers to use their character to infiltrate the emotions of their audience members. If filmmakers are able to produce these responses within their films correctly then, the question of; What makes you emotionally connected with film characters? is answered. Both emotional contagion and character identification are powerful tools in creating stories that will continue to be told for many years. To reiterate the findings of this essay, for both emotional contagion and character identification to occur, the visual language in a piece has to be comprehensive. Filmmakers must strengthen their approaches to visual language, by using intimate shots, focuses of facial expressions, thoughtful editing sequences and compelling narratives. These will encourage films to overcome simply being a few hours of mindless entertainment and allow them to attach to the hearts of the audience. As Amy Coplan stated, alongside many other researchers, emotional contagion and character identification are both the keys to creating an emotional investment that not only captivates the audience but creates a memorable experience that resonates within them. In terms of future creative practices, this understanding could enhance the way films are thought about and created, leading to a future of rich, emotionally provoking cinema. 
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