A WORLD OF THEIR OWN

Exploring Narrative Immersion, Fandoms and
Emotion Regulation Through Fictional Worlds

Abstract

Engagement with fictional worlds can provide entertainment, social connection and
personally meaningful experiences, yet little research has examined whether this
engagement relates to habitual emotion regulation. This exploratory study investigated
whether narrative immersion and three fandom functions (purpose/inspiration, escapism
and belonging) predicted cognitive reappraisal and expressive suppression in adults who
engage with fictional worlds. A cross-sectional, quantitatively led mixed-methods online
survey was completed by 200 adults. Participants completed an adapted Narrative
Transportation Scale, the Fandom Functions Scale, the Emotion Regulation Questionnaire
and five optional open-ended questions. Two standard multiple regressions found that
narrative immersion and fandom functions did not significantly predict either cognitive
reappraisal or expressive suppression. A thematic analysis showed that many participants
nevertheless described fictional worlds as sources of comfort, escape, reflection,
inspiration, social connection and emotional relief. Overall, fictional-world engagement
may be more important as a situational and personally meaningful emotional resource
than as a predictor of general emotion-regulation tendencies.
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INTRODUCTION & LITERATURE REVIEW

Fictional and Imagined Worlds

From the earliest myths and oral traditions to contemporary multimedia
franchises, storytelling has been a fundamental and universal part of human culture
that has allowed people to communicate knowledge and cultural values beyond
everyday life (Boyd, 2009; Mar & Oatley, 2008). While newer psychological research has
traditionally examined engagement with individual, self-contained stories, many
popular fictional narratives develop into rich, expansive “worlds” characterised by
coherent histories, geographies, cultures, languages, and systems of internal logic, that
often support multiple narratives across different media. Wolf (2012) describes this
process as subcreation or “world-building”, arguing that the defining feature of an
imagined world is the construction of a persistent environment that exists
independently of any one narrative. Audiences are invited to explore an environment
that continues to evolve through novels, films, television, games, and fan-created works

(E.g., the works of Tolkien, George R.R. Martin, H.P. Lovecraft, etc.).

Subcreation is psychologically important because it reframes fictional
engagement from one-off/passing interactions with a single narrative into sustained
engagement with a complex cognitive and imaginative environment. Such environments
provide opportunities for repeated exploration, emotional investment, identity
exploration/expression and personal meaning-making, suggesting that fictional worlds
themselves may represent psychologically significant spaces for thought and
experience (Barnes, 2018; Dubourg & Baumard, 2021). Although media psychology
research has demonstrated that narratives can influence cognition, emotion, and social
understanding, this research has typically examined responses to individual narratives,
characters or media texts rather than engagement with fictional worlds in their own right
(Busselle & Bilandzic, 2008; Green & Brock, 2000; Mar & Oatley, 2008). Recognising this
provides an important foundation for this study, which treats imagined fictional worlds
as meaningful psychological spaces, explores why some individuals become deeply
immersed in these environments and how such engagement may relate to broader

psychological processes.



Narrative immersion and transportation

The psychological significance of fictional worlds may partly depend on the
extent of audience immersion. Narrative transportation theory proposes that
engagement with fiction involves a multidimensional psychological state in which
cognitive attention, emotional investment and mental imagery create the subjective
experience of entering a fictional world. Green and Brock (2000) conceptualised
transportation as a distinct state characterised by the integration of focused attention,
mental imagery and emotional involvement, whereby individuals become temporarily
absorbed in a narrative to an extent that awareness of the immediate environment is
reduced. Transported individuals mentally enter the narrative world and experience
events from within a psychological framework instead of as detached observers (Green
et al., 2004). Expanding upon this, Busselle and Bilandzic (2008) argue that narrative
engagement is aided by perceived realism, meaning audiences need not believe a
narrative is objectively true; rather, it is an acceptance of the fictional world's internal
consistency and coherence, allowing audiences to respond emotionally to imagined
events, similarly explained by Wolf (2012). Transportation, therefore, involves
audiences integrating narrative information, imagining fictional settings and responding
emotionally to events through screen or page. Transportation is notably distinguished
from related concepts such as identification and parasocial interaction, arguing that
while these experiences frequently co-occur, they are theoretically distinct forms of
audience involvement (Shackleford et al., 2025). Transportation is also associated with
reduced counterarguing and increased persuasive openness, suggesting that
immersion may temporarily alter how individuals process information (Slater & Rouner,
2002). Given that this study seeks to understand engagement with subcreated worlds
rather than isolated media, transportation provides an important theoretical
mechanism through which individuals may enter and experience imagined

environments.

The experience of transportation also shares notable similarities with
Csikszentmihalyi's (1990) concept of Flow, particularly in its emphasis on complete
absorption, intrinsic enjoyment and lessened awareness of distractions. Although

transportation resembles flow in its absorption and reduced awareness of distraction,



transportation happens through imaginative narrative engagement rather than skill-
based activity, but still highlights that immersive narrative experiences involve genuine
psychological processes (Mar & Oatley, 2008). Research increasingly suggests that
immersion may facilitate empathy, perspective-taking and social cognition by allowing
individuals to mentally simulate experiences beyond their own lives (Djikic et al., 2013).
However, more recent reviews have questioned the consistency of evidence linking
narrative exposure to social-cognitive outcomes, arguing that immersion also depends
on individual differences among readers/viewers, including prior experience,
motivation, and sensitivity to narrative techniques (Eekhof et al., 2022). Consequently,
transportation should not be treated as a universal psychological response to fiction,
but as an experience shaped by interactions between narrative characteristics,
individual differences and contextual factors (van Laer et al., 2014). Although
transportation theory provides one of the strongest frameworks for understanding
engagement with fictional worlds, it cannot fully explain why some individuals
repeatedly return to favourite worlds or integrate them into their everyday lives.
Repeated engagement requires consideration of the purpose and functions of fandom

participation.

Fandom as a psychological resource

Lasting engagement is best understood through the study of fandom and
fanship, which has shifted from being viewed as a niche cultural phenomenon towards
a legitimate area of psychological research. Reysen and Branscombe (2010) argue that
fanship, referring to identification with a particular interest, is different from fandom,
which reflects identification with a wider community of individuals who share
interests. Both, however, are forms of identification through which fictional worlds
become part of an individual's identity, values and everyday life (Vinney et al., 2019).
Wolf's (2012) concept of subcreated worlds provides a framework for understanding
this phenomenon, as richly developed fictional worlds may particularly produce
fandoms more than ordinary stories through expanding lore and transmedia storytelling,
thereby providing repeated opportunities for investment. Engagement with a fictional

world (and associated fandoms) allows individuals to repeatedly explore familiar



settings, expand their knowledge of established lore and participate in communities
centred around shared interests to create opportunities for belonging, shared identity
and interpersonal connection (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). Research has demonstrated that
fan identity comprises both personal and social components, with stronger social
identification predicting aspects of psychological wellbeing greater than enthusiasm for
the media alone (Vinney et al., 2019). Recent evidence suggests that the relationship
between fandom and wellbeing is mediated by participation in shared social activities
surrounding the fandom, highlighting, for some, the importance of community
engagement rather than isolated engagement (Reysen et al., 2024). This distinction is
consistent with Social Identity Theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1979), which suggests that
individuals develop part of their self-concept from membership of valued social groups.
Within fandoms, identification with other fans may therefore contribute to belonging,
social support and collective identity. Self-Categorisation Theory further explains how
personal fan identity may become a shared group identity (Turner et al., 1987), helping
to explain why participation within fandom communities often becomes psychologically
meaningful. This broader perspective is consistent with recent work in media
psychology, which argues that audience involvement includes longer-term processes
such as fan identification and the fulfilment of interpersonal needs (Shackleford et al.,

2025).

Recognising that fandoms fulfil multiple psychological functions has become
increasingly important within recent research. Drawing upon social identity and
motivational approaches, Chadborn et al. (2017) identified three principal functions of
fandom: purpose/inspiration, escapism and social connection, which closely align with
broader psychological theories concerning identity, belonging and wellbeing. These
functions are supported by growing evidence suggesting that stronger fan identities are
associated with higher levels of psychological wellbeing, particularly when engagement

facilitates meaningful social interaction (Reysen et al., 2024; Vinney et al., 2019).

Barnes (2018) argues that repeated engagement with fictional worlds allows
individuals to derive personal meaning through imagination and emotional investment,
while Mar and Oatley (2008) suggest that fiction provides opportunities to simulate

complex social experiences that may contribute to self-understanding and perspective-



taking and also provide purpose, opportunities for creativity, mastery of fictional
knowledge, self-expression and reflection upon personally meaningful themes.
Nevertheless, fandom should not be viewed as inherently beneficial, as most current
evidence is correlational and self-reported. The psychological value of fandom likely
depends on the motivations underlying participation and the extent to which
engagement satisfies psychological/social needs (Chadborn et al., 2017; Ray et al.,
2017). This is particularly relevant for escapism, where literature remains divided over
whether it reflects adaptive psychological restoration or avoidance of real-world
difficulties. Resolving this requires a closer examination of the motivations underlying

media engagement.

Compensatory Media Use

Escapism has often been portrayed as maladaptive and avoidant; however,
media psychology increasingly recognises that temporary psychological withdrawal
may also facilitate recovery from everyday stress. Katz and Foulkes (1962) were among
the first to argue that media use should be understood in terms of the psychological
functions it serves, rather than passive escapism. Later research demonstrated that
entertainment media may promote relaxation, facilitate psychological detachment from
everyday demands and restore depleted cognitive resources after stress (Reinecke,
2009; Zillmann, 1988). Kardefelt-Winther’s (2014) Compensatory Media Use Theory
supports this argument by proposing that media engagement can compensate for
unmet psychological needs or adverse life circumstances. This theory gives attention to
the circumstances and motivations underlying use, suggesting that outcomes depend

on whether engagement alleviates strain or replaces more effective coping responses.

Compensatory media use should not be assumed to be universally adaptive.
Wolfers and Schneider (2021) highlight that media-based coping spans three main
perspectives: stress and coping, emotion regulation/mood management, and
problematic/addictive media use, emphasising that outcomes depend on the
motivations and context surrounding media engagement rather than media use itself.

Similarly, Reinecke et al. (2014) demonstrated that media use does not automatically



facilitate recovery, as feelings of perceived procrastination or guilt may undermine
restorative effects. Emerging work on comfort media also suggests that people often
revisit familiar and emotionally significant media because they simply provide comfort,
security and reduced arousal instead of long-term emotional improvement (Grady et al.,
2026). This suggests that repeated engagement with fictional worlds may represent an
adaptive attempt to cope with emotional demands, provided it complements, rather
than replaces, other coping strategies (Folkman & Lazarus, 1986). Nevertheless, while
compensatory media use explains why individuals may return to fictional worlds during
periods of stress, it does not explain the processes by which emotional experiences are

modified, requiring consideration of established models of emotion regulation.

Media Use and Emotions

Although the preceding literature explains why fictional worlds become
psychologically meaningful to certain individuals, they do not specify how engagement
relates to emotion regulation. Emotion regulation theory provides a framework for the
processes by which individuals influence the emotions they experience and when/how
they are expressed. Gross (1998, 2015) conceptualises emotion regulation as the
processes by which individuals modify their emotional experiences and expressions,
distinguishing between cognitive reappraisal (reframing emotional situations before
responses develop) and expressive suppression (withholding emotional expression
after emotions have arisen). Consistent evidence suggests that reappraisalis
associated with more adaptive psychological functioning, whereas suppression is
generally linked to less favourable emotional and interpersonal outcomes (Gross &

John, 2003; Hu et al., 2014).

Narrative immersion may be relevant to emotion regulation because
transportation concentrates cognitive attention, imagery and emotional involvement
within the narrative world, potentially producing substantial affective responses (van
Laer et al., 2014). This absorption may create opportunities to simulate and reinterpret
emotional situations; however, transportation should not itself be treated as an

emotion-regulation strategy. There is also relevant evidence that media can support



need restoration and emotion regulation following social exclusion (Lutz et al., 2023),
but this work often examines parasocial or other mediated relationships rather than
world-level immersion. Although emotion regulation has traditionally been examined
within clinical and cognitive psychology, media researchers have increasingly
suggested that meaningful engagement with entertainment may facilitate regulatory
processes in the context of emotional coping (Eden et al., 2020; Schramm & Cohen,
2017). Fictional worlds can provide emotionally safe contexts in which individuals can
be offered opportunities for emotional simulation, perspective taking and meaning-
making, allowing reflection upon personal experiences and deriving personal meaning
(Bartsch, 2012; Mar & Oatley, 2008). Meaningful entertainment has been associated
with reflection, emotional insight and personal growth beyond immediate enjoyment
(Oliver & Raney, 2011), and together with recent work highlighting media's role in
psychological wellbeing and self-regulation (Doveling et al., 2025; Reinecke & Oliver,
2016), these findings suggest that engagement with fictional worlds may provide
opportunities that support adaptive emotion regulation. However, direct evidence is
limited, particularly regarding adult fandoms and the combined influence of narrative
immersion and distinct fandom functions on specific emotion regulation strategies. It is
currently unclear whether the psychological benefits associated with
fictional/subcreated world engagement reflect greater use of adaptive strategies such
as cognitive reappraisal, reduced reliance on expressive suppression, or neither. To
address this, this exploratory cross-sectional study examines whether narrative
immersion and select fandom functions (purpose/inspiration, belonging and escapism)
are associated with cognitive reappraisal or expressive suppression tendencies among

adults who regularly engage with fictional worlds.



AIMS, OBJECTIVES AND RESEARCH QUESTIONS

AIM: To investigate whether narrative immersion and psychological fandom functions
predict individual differences in emotion regulation strategies among adults who
engage with fictional worlds. Specifically, the study will examine whether narrative
immersion, purpose/inspiration, escapism and belonging are differently associated

with the use of cognitive reappraisal and expressive suppression.

Primary research question

RQ1: To what extent do narrative immersion and fandom functions predict cognitive
reappraisal and expressive suppression among adults who engage with fictional

worlds?
Secondary research questions

RQ2: Which aspects of fictional-world engagement are the strongest predictors of

cognitive reappraisal and expressive suppression?

RQ3: How do participants subjectively describe the emotional role of fictional-world

engagement within their everyday lives and experiences of coping?

Objectives

1. To examine the relationships between narrative immersion, fandom functions,

cognitive reappraisal and expressive suppression.

2. To determine the unique contribution of narrative immersion and each fandom

function in predicting cognitive reappraisal and expressive suppression.

3. To explore participants' subjective accounts of the emotional role and personal

meaning of fictional world engagement.
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METHODOLOGY

Participants and Recruitment

Target participants were adults who engaged with personally meaningful fictional
worlds through media such as books, films, television series, video games, anime or
comics. Eligible participants were adults aged 18+ who could read and understand
English, provide informed consent and identify a personally meaningful fictional world
to base their answers on. Incomplete, ineligible or otherwise unusable responses were

excluded following data screening.

A self-selecting opportunity sample was recruited online between 10/7/26 and
4/8/26. Recruitment advertisements were distributed through relevant Reddit
communities (primarily r/Multifandom) and Discord servers (Appendix A), as well as on
social media (Facebook, Instagram), with permission sought from community
moderators where required. Online fandom communities were selected because they
provided direct access to adults who actively engaged with fictional worlds and related
fan interests. The target sample was between 200-300 participants. Recruitment was
voluntary and the advertisement stated that participation was anonymous and open to
adults who regularly immersed themselves in fictional universes. A pilot was launched
on 9/7/26; no further changes were made, so responses were retained in the final

dataset.

Over 450 people accessed the survey. However, after excluding a large number
of incomplete responses (<83% completion (up to optional qualitative questions)) and
responses deemed inappropriate (clearly invalid or non-serious data), the final sample
comprised 200 participants. Participants ranged from 18 to 72 years (M = 32.85, SD =
12.55). The usable sample included 119 men, 61 women, 12 non-binary/third-gender
participants, 2 “other”, and 6 who did not disclose their gender. Participants resided
across 26 countries, with the largest proportions living in the USA (35.5%) and the UK
(33.5%) (Appendix B).
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Design

This study used an exploratory, cross-sectional, quantitatively led mixed-
methods survey design. Quantitative self-report data was collected alongside short
qualitative responses within a single online questionnaire hosted on Qualtrics. A
correlational and predictive approach was used to examine relationships between
fictional-world engagement and habitual emotion-regulation strategies. Narrative
immersion and the three fandom functions: purpose/inspiration, escapism and
belonging were treated as predictor variables. Cognitive reappraisal and expressive
suppression were treated as separate criterion variables. The predictor variables were
examined simultaneously to see their unique contributions to each emotion-regulation
outcome. The qualitative component consisted of five optional open-ended questions
exploring the personal and emotional significance of participants’ chosen fictional
worlds. These responses provided context for the quantitative findings. As all variables
were measured at a single time point without experimental manipulation, statistical

prediction was interpreted as an association rather than causality.

Materials and Measures

The questionnaire contained demographic questions, three self-report measures

and five optional open-ended questions:
1. Demographic and Contextual Questions

Participants reported their gender, age, and country of residence (Appendix C) and
were also asked to identify one personally meaningful fictional narrative world to keep
in mind while completing the measures. The survey introduction clarified that this could
include any fictional world encountered through films, television, books, video games,

anime or comics, with examples given (Appendix D).
2. Adapted Narrative Transportation Scale

Narrative immersion (NI) was assessed using an adapted version of Green and
Brock’s (2000) Narrative Transportation Scale (NTS) (Appendix E). The original measure

conceptualises transportation as a combination of attentional focus, mental imagery,
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and emotional involvement in a recently read written narrative. The scale contained 11
items rated on a seven-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (Not at all) to 7 (Very

much). Some wording was adapted to reflect repeated engagement with an ongoing
fictional world across different media rather than a recently read narrative; for example,
“While | was reading the narrative...” became “While | am engaged with the narrative
world...”. Iltems 2, 5 and 9 were reverse scored. Nl mean scores were calculated by
dividing participant totals by the number of questions (11), with higher mean scores

indicating greater levels of immersion. Internal consistency was relatively low (a = .63).
3. Fandom Functions Scale

The psychological functions of fictional-world engagement were measured using the
Fandom Functions Scale (FFS) developed by Chadborn et al. (2017) (Appendix F). The
original scale was designed to assess the extent to which fandom involvement provides
purpose, escape, and social connection. Its structure was supported by factor analyses

in the original validation study.

The scale contained 14 items rated on a five-point Likert scale from 1 (Not true at all)
to 5 (Very true). The survey instructions asked participants to consider their personal
involvement with their chosen fictional world rather than a specific fandom community.
The measure included three subscales: purpose/inspiration (Items 1-7), escapism
(Iltems 8-11), and belonging (Items 12-14). Example items included “Provides me with a
focus or sense of purpose” and “Provides me with a break from life’s stresses”. Mean
scores for each subscale were calculated by dividing participant totals by the number of
questions for each subscale, with higher mean scores indicating that the participant
experiences more of that function through their engagement. Internal consistency for
the present study was a = .85 for purpose/inspiration, a = .69 for escapism, and a=.70

for belonging.
4. Emotion Regulation Questionnaire

Habitual emotion-regulation strategies were assessed using the 10-item Emotion
Regulation Questionnaire (ERQ; Gross & John, 2003) (Appendix G). The ERQ measures

two distinct strategies: cognitive reappraisal and expressive suppression.
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Items were rated on a Likert scale from 1 (Strongly disagree) to 7 (Strongly agree).
The cognitive reappraisal subscale contained six items, and the expressive suppression
subscale contained four. No items needed reverse scoring. Mean scores were similarly
calculated for each subscale, with higher scores indicating greater habitual use of that
particular strategy. Internal consistency was a = .83 for the reappraisal subscale and a =

.83 for the suppression subscale for this study.
5. Qualitative Questions

Five optional open-ended questions asked participants about each specific variable
being considered; the personal meaning, escapist function, inspirational influence,
social connection, and emotional role of their chosen fictional world (Appendix H).
Responses were limited to 150 characters per question and were intended to provide

brief contextual insight alongside the quantitative findings.

Procedure

Participants accessed the Qualtrics survey through the recruitment link. After
reading the Participant Information Sheet (Appendix I), they provided electronic
informed consent (Appendix J) before completing demographic questions. Participants
then selected one personally meaningful fictional world to use as a reference
throughout the survey. Measures were presented in the following order: adapted NTS,
FFS, and ERQ. Participants could then complete five optional open-ended questions
concerning the personal, social and emotional significance of their chosen world.
Finally, participants received a debrief explaining the full study aims and providing

researcher and supervisor contact details (Appendix K).

Ethical Considerations

Ethical approval was granted by the University of Wales Trinity Saint David
Research Ethics Committee prior to data collection. Participants read a digital
information sheet outlining all ethical considerations and arrangements. Informed

consent was obtained electronically where participants confirmed that they were aged
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18+, could understand English, had read the study information and agreed to

participate.

Participation was voluntary, and participants could decline any question or leave
the survey before submission without penalty; it was made clear that withdrawal of
already submitted data was not possible because no identifying information was
collected. The study used partial disclosure of the precise relationships under
investigation to reduce demand characteristics; the full aims were explained in the
debrief. Potential risk was limited to mild discomfort when reflecting on emotional
experiences. Participants were informed of this in advance and were provided with
researcher and supervisor contact details at the end of the survey. Data was stored

securely, only accessed by the research team and reported anonymously.

Analysis Plan

Quantitative data were analysed using IBM SPSS Statistics. Following data
screening and preparation, where the small number of missing scores were substituted
using the mean score for that item across the sample, composite scores were
calculated for NI, the three fandom-function subscales, cognitive reappraisal and
expressive suppression. Descriptive statistics were examined. Pearson’s correlations
were conducted to assess bivariate relationships between NI, fandom functions, and

the two emotion-regulation strategies.

Two standard multiple linear regressions were subsequently conducted. In both
models, narrative immersion, purpose/inspiration, escapism, and belonging were
entered as predictor variables. Cognitive reappraisal was used as the criterion variable
in the first model, while expressive suppression was used as the criterion variable in the
second. This allowed the unique contribution of each form of fictional-world
engagement to be examined while controlling for the others. Statistical significance was

setatp <.05.

Qualitative responses were analysed separately for each of the five open-ended
questions using a thematic analysis approach informed by Braun and Clarke (2006).

Coding was theoretically informed by the focus of each question. Coding was refined



iteratively through comparison, merging and grouping of conceptually similar codes.
Contrasting cases were retained where they identified further patterns. Two primary
themes were ultimately chosen for each question to concisely summarise patterned
meanings. Qualitative findings were used to contextualise and elaborate the
quantitative findings rather than as independent evidence of the psychometric

constructs.

15
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RESULTS

Multiple Regressions

1. Regression Analysis 1 - Cognitive Reappraisal

A standard multiple regression examined whether the predictor variables of NI,
purpose/inspiration, escapism and belonging predicted cognitive reappraisal. The
overall regression model was not statistically significant, F(4, 195)=1.57, p =.185, R?=
.031, adjusted R*=.011, indicating that the predictors collectively accounted for 3.1%
of the variance in cognitive reappraisal. No individual predictor made a significant
unique contribution to the model: narrative immersion ( =.024, p =.795),
purpose/inspiration (B =.026, p =.783), escapism (B =.021, p =.805), or belonging (B =
.144, p = .073). Belonging had the largest positive coefficient but was non-significant.

(Appendix L).
2. Regression Analysis 2 - Expressive Suppression

A second regression analysis examined whether the same predictor variables
predicted expressive suppression. The overall regression model was not statistically
significant, F(4, 195) = 1.55, p =.190, R* = .031, adjusted R*=.011, indicating that the
predictors collectively accounted for 3.1% of the variance in expressive suppression.
Again, no individual predictor made a significant unique contribution to the model:
narrative immersion (B =-.037, p = .690), purpose/inspiration (3 =.137, p = .154),
escapism (B =-.067, p =.440) or belonging (B =-.140, p =.081). Belonging also
produced the largest negative standardised coefficient but was also non-significant
(Appendix M). Standardised coefficients predicting reappraisal and suppression for

both regressions can be found in Figure 1 below.
3. Pearsons Correlation

Pearson's correlations were conducted to examine associations between NI,
fandom functions, and emotion-regulation strategies. Nl was not significantly
associated with either cognitive reappraisal (r=.090, p = .205) or expressive
suppression (r=-.016, p =.817). Similarly, purpose/inspiration and escapism were not

significantly associated with either emotion-regulation strategy (all ps > .05). Belonging
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showed a small positive association with cognitive reappraisal (r=.168, p =.017)
indicating that greater fandom-related belonging was associated with slightly greater
use of cognitive reappraisal. Belonging also showed a small negative association with
expressive suppression (r=-.139, p =.050) although this relationship was at the

conventional threshold for statistical significance.

Positive correlations were observed between all four fictional-engagement
variables. NI was most strongly associated with purpose/inspiration (r=.630, p <.001)
and was also positively associated with escapism (r=.390, p <.001) and belonging (r =
.286, p <.001). Purpose/inspiration was positively associated with escapism (r=.474, p
<.001) and belonging (r =.304, p <.001), while escapism was positively associated with
belonging (r =.450, p <.001). Cognitive reappraisal and expressive suppression were

not significantly correlated (r=.065, p =.363) (Appendix N).

Figure 1: Standardised Regression Coefficients Predicting Cognitive Reappraisal and

Expressive Suppression.
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Note. Figure 1 shows the standardised regression coefficients (B). None of the individual
predictors reached statistical significance in either regression model.
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Thematic Analysis

Qualitative responses provided additional context by highlighting how participants
personally understood and experienced their engagement with fictional worlds. The

main themes identified for each question are presented below.
Q1 - "In a few words, what does your chosen fictional world mean to you personally?”
Theme 1: Escape, Comfort and Emotional Refuge

Participants repeatedly described fictional worlds as places they could mentally retreat
to during stress or difficulty. For many, this meant relaxation, comfort and temporary
distance from everyday pressures rather than complete avoidance of real life. Some
responses described this more strongly as a familiar or safe place that could be

returned to over time.

R1: "l discovered Lord of the Rings after reading The Hobbit aged 8. It's always been my

escape when I'm stressed."

R52: "Tamriel is the equivalent to my Narnia. In a bad household growing up, it was a

world | could go into to get away..."
R56: "a home away from home that i can come back to no matter where i am in real life”
Theme 2: Enjoyment, Fascination and Personal Significance

Participants frequently enjoyed fictional worlds for their stories, characters, aesthetics,
complexity and lore. Many were especially interested in the world itself rather than only
its plot or characters, describing wonder and opportunities for creativity. For others,
engagement had developed deeper personal meaning through nostalgia, identity, hope,
inspiration, values and social connection, with some worlds enjoyed from childhood
into adulthood. A smaller number described their chosen world purely as

entertainment, indicating that the depth of personal attachment varied.
R57: "An almost infinite source of stories and things to discover."

R9: "It captured me as a child, and as | grew | found depthinit."
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R84: "It gives me an idol to look towards, | think of how if katniss can survive the hunger

games | can survive another day in work”

Q2 - "When you engage with your fictional world, what are you usually seeking or hoping

to gain from the experience?”
Theme 1: Escape and Emotional Refuge

Participants commonly sought escape, distraction, relaxation, comfort and stress relief
and (much like Q1, Theme 1) most descriptions suggested a temporary psychological
break from routine or problems, with the desired outcome being calm, restoration or a

chance to switch off.

R6: "A sense of peacefulness and an escape where | can just be within the world and

ignore any pressures | have"
R161: "Relaxation and entertainment, time to switch off and unwind”
Theme 2: Enjoyment and Immersive Emotional Experience

Participants also looked for enjoyable, absorbing and emotionally engaging experiences
through storytelling, characters, lore and immersion. Some specifically wanted fiction
to make them “feel”, while others described engagement simply as entertainment, fun

or enjoyment, showing that deeper psychological meaning was not universal.

R11: "l look for an emotive experience, something that will really make me feel

something..."

R70: "Absolute Immersion as if I'm either actually there or observing as a third party”

Q3 - "Has your chosen fictional world influenced your thoughts, values, goals or outlook

on life? If so, how?”

Theme 1: Values and Self-Development
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Many participants described fictional characters and narratives as models for kindness,

courage, perseverance, empathy and doing what they believed was right.

R33: "If the characters in this world got through all of that then | can get through my stuff

too.

R75: "The story of Anakin Skywalker and his redemption makes me want to be a better

person”

These ideals sometimes extended to personal goals or decisions, with participants

using characters and storylines as reference points for goals or careers.

R64: "It was a strong influence for me to pursue a career as an engineer, and my love for

outer space."
Theme 2: Perspective, Reflection and Worldview

Participants described fictional worlds as prompting reflection on morality, religion,
relationships, politics, nature and wider social issues. Some reported gaining new
perspectives, while others said fiction mainly reflected or strengthened values they

already held.

R16: "It has changed how | think about religion... and how | think about morality and

change"

R98: "It more so just emphasizes many values | hold dear to me...”

Q4 - "Has this fictional world helped you feel connected to other people? If so, how?”
Theme 1: Shared Interests as Social Connection

Many participants described fictional worlds as common ground within existing
relationships, creating opportunities for shared viewing, discussion, inside jokes and
bonding with friends or family. These shared interests often helped maintain closeness

over time.

R1: "Watched with my father since | was a child and have many friends who also watch

Star Wars"
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R135: "My wife understood me much more after watching it, and | have annual watch
parties with my friends”
Theme 2: Belonging and Relationship Formation

Others described fandom communities as spaces where they could meet like-minded
people, form new friendships and sometimes develop long-term relationships. A
minority reported little or no connection, often because engagement was private or

because they experienced online communities negatively.

R4: "As | got older, | met new people who liked it and instantly became friends, some

very close"

R137: "l do role playing within related communities. | have made many friends, and even

met my partner."

R115: "No, but this is mostly my own choice... | generally keep to myself”

Q5 - "Overall, how do you feel your engagement with this fictional world affect your

emotions or help you cope with everyday life?"
Theme 1: Emotional Relief, Regulation and Safe Escape

Many participants described fictional engagement as a reliable way to reduce stress,
calm themselves, distract from difficult emotions and temporarily retreat from everyday
pressures. For some, fictional worlds became stable emotional resources that provided

comfort, optimism and psychological distance from stress.

R35: "If i find myself worried or stressed | know i can always delve into this world to step

back for a while & may just come out of it with a clearer mind"

R15: "Rather than an escape, it is my anchor. My connection to the worlds | enjoy keep

me steady, give me optimism to keep going."
Theme 2: Reframing, Hope and Emotional Growth

Many also described using fictional characters, narratives or ideas to reconsider their

emotions and circumstances, maintain hope, gain perspective or respond better to
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difficulties. These responses suggest a more reflective form of coping alongside

immediate emotional relief.

R44: "by helping me to recontextualize my feelings at the time in hindsight, after

watching the movie or whatever other form of media | consume."

R73: "It has helped my emotions and reminded me to try and be patient and see the

bigger picture before reacting in anger"
R158: "It gives me strength and courage when | feel nervous - "

A contrasting minority reported little or no emotional or coping effect, describing
fictional engagement as separate from their everyday emotional regulation or primarily

as entertainment.

R54: "My daily efforts to better handle emotions are totally separate from my

engagement in fictional worlds."

R76: "just enjoy stories, not really a coping mechanism”
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DISCUSSION

NIl and fandom functions did not significantly predict cognitive reappraisal or
expressive suppression, with both models explaining only 3.1% of the variance. This
suggests that being highly immersed in a fictional world or gaining purpose, escapism or
belonging from engagement does not necessarily relate to how people generally
regulate their emotions. Wider research shows that emotion regulation strategies can
depend heavily on the situation and the individual, rather than being the same across all
contexts (Bonanno & Burton, 2013; Troy et al., 2013). Narrative transportation is also an
experience shaped by the individual, the story and reasons for engagement, with
different possible outcomes (Green & Appel, 2024). However, immersion was still
strongly related to purpose/inspiration and also linked to escapism and belonging,
suggesting that fictional-world engagement may be more closely connected to personal

meaning than to general emotion-regulation style.

Although none of the predictors were significant in the regression models,
belonging showed the clearest patterns with both emotion regulation strategies. Greater
belonging was linked with slightly higher cognitive reappraisal and lower expressive
suppression compared with other fandom functions and produced the largest
coefficients in both regression models. This reflects Social Identity Theory, suggesting
that valued group memberships can support wellbeing through shared identity and
social connection (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). Similar work has also linked social support
with lower suppressive tendencies in everyday life (Pauw et al., 2022), while social
participation in fandom has been associated with better psychological wellbeing
(Reysen et al., 2024; Vinney et al., 2019). This suggests that the social side of fictional-
world engagement may be more relevant to emotion regulation than immersion,
purpose or escapism alone. However, belonging was not a significant unique predictor,

so this pattern should be treated cautiously.

Despite the weak quantitative relationships, the qualitative findings showed that
many participants indeed experienced fictional worlds as emotionally useful in
everyday life. Participants commonly described using fictional engagement for comfort,
relaxation, distraction and temporary relief from stress. This supports Compensatory

Media Use Theory, which suggests that media can be used to manage difficult emotions
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or circumstances over simply reflecting unhealthy avoidance (Kardefelt-Winther, 2014).
Similar findings have shown that entertainment media can support psychological
recovery and detachment from stress (Reinecke, 2009), while other work on comfort
media highlights its role in providing emotional refuge (Grady et al., 2026). Some
participants also described gaining perspective, hope or encouragement from fictional
worlds, fitting with the idea that fiction can support reflection and emotional simulation
(Mar & Oatley, 2008). However, these experiences were not universal, suggesting that
emotional benefits depend on the individual and context of engagement, rather than

providing the same for all (Wolfers & Schneider, 2021).

The findings together suggested that fictional-world engagement may be more
important as a situational and personal emotional resource than as a predictor for
general emotion-regulation style. This may explain why many participants described
comfort, life perspective and emotional relief despite the weak regression findings.
However, recent experimental research suggests that fictional valence framing can
reduce the intensity of immediate negative emotional responses, indicating that
regulatory effects may be easier to detect during immediate engagement than through
broad measures of habitual emotion regulation (losifyan & Wolfe, 2024; Makowski et al.,
2019). Furthermore, emotion regulation strategies are known to depend on context and
situational demands rather than operating in the same way across all experiences
(Bonanno & Burton, 2013; Troy et al., 2013). Similarly, the psychological effects of
media depend on the needs, motivations and circumstances surrounding engagement
(Kardefelt-Winther, 2014; Wolfers & Schneider, 2021). Therefore, fictional worlds may
provide opportunities for regulation without directly influencing a person’s general

emotion-regulation tendencies.

Limitations and Future Research

The quantitative and qualitative parts of the study may not have measured
emotion regulation at the same level. The ERQ assesses general, habitual use of
cognitive reappraisal and expressive suppression (Gross & John, 2003), whereas the
optional questions asked participants how one personally meaningful fictional world
affected them emotionally. This may partly explain why participants frequently

described comfort and emotional refuge despite weak regression findings. Fictional
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engagement may support more situational forms of coping that the ERQ does not fully
capture. The ERQ also measures only two regulation strategies, while participants
described additional processes such as distraction, emotional relief, social support and

psychological detachment.

The NTS wording adaptations, although necessary for the aims of the study,
resulted in a relatively low internal consistency of the adapted scale (a =.63). This
suggests that some items may not have worked together as strongly as intended,
potentially reducing relationships with other variables. Similarly, the FFS was originally
designed around fandom participation, whereas participants answered in relation to
their chosen fictional world, which may have blurred the distinction between
engagement with a world and engagement with its wider fan community for participants

(Chadborn et al., 2017).

Finally, the cross-sectional, self-report design prevents causal conclusions,
while recruitment mainly through online fandom communities may limit generalisability
to more casual audiences and introduce slight self-selection bias, although recruiting
from these communities was appropriate to the study aims, as they provided direct
access to the population most relevant to the research question. The 150-character
qualitative answer limit also restricted depth. Future research could use diary or
longitudinal methods, rely more heavily on qualitative measures for fuller and personal
responses or, alternatively, develop measures designed specifically for world-level
immersion and situational emotion regulation to examine these processes more

directly.

Conclusion

This study explored whether narrative immersion and the psychological
functions of fictional-world engagement were associated with cognitive reappraisal and
expressive suppression. Overall, the quantitative findings showed that immersion,
purpose/inspiration, escapism and belonging did not significantly predict either
emotion-regulation strategy, suggesting that engagement with fictional worlds does not
directly relate to general habitual regulation style. However, the qualitative findings

showed that many participants still experienced fictional worlds as meaningful
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emotional resources, particularly through themes of comfort, escape, reflection,

inspiration and social connection.

These findings suggest that the emotional value of fictional-world engagement
may be more situational and personal than dispositional. Therefore, fictional worlds
may offer opportunities for coping, perspective and emotional relief without necessarily
shaping how individuals regulate emotions in everyday life. Importantly, this highlights
the need to distinguish between a fictional world being emotionally meaningful and
predicting wider psychological traits. This study contributes to a developing area of
media psychology by positioning rich fictional narrative worlds as psychologically
meaningful spaces where emotional functions appear to depend on how, why and when
people engage with them. For many adults, these worlds can still provide something

meaningful to return to when everyday life becomes difficult.



REFERENCES

APPENDICES

27



