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Defining Identification: A Theoretical
Look at the Identification of Audiences

With Media Characters

Jonathan Cohen
Department of Communication

University of Haifa

In this article I argue that although the notion of identification with media characters
is widely discussed in media research, it has not been carefully conceptualized or rig-
orously tested in empirical audience studies. This study presents a theoretical discus-
sion of identification, including a definition of identification and a discussion of the
consequences of identification with media characters for the development of identity
and socialization processes. It is suggested that a useful distinction can be made be-
tween identification and other types of reactions that media audiences have to media
characters. A critical look at media research involving identification exposes the in-
herent conceptual problems in this research and leads to hypotheses regarding the
antecedents and consequences of identification with media characters. The impor-
tance of a theory of identification to media research and communication research,
more broadly, is presented.

When reading a novel or watching a film or a television program, audience members
often become absorbed in the plot and identify with the characters portrayed. Unlike
the more distanced mode of reception—that of spectatorship—identification is a
mechanism through which audience members experience reception and interpreta-
tionof the text fromthe inside,as if theeventswerehappening to them. Identification
is tied to the social effects of media in general (e.g., Basil, 1996; Maccoby & Wilson,
1957); to the learning of violence from violent films and television, specifically
(Huesmann, Lagerspetz, & Eron, 1984); and is a central mechanism for explaining
such effects. As Morley (1992) said: “One can hardly imagine any television text
having any effect whatever without that identification” (p. 209). The most promi-
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nent studies of media reception (e.g., Liebes & Katz, 1990; Press, 1989; Radway,
1983) as well as several studies of media effects (e.g., Huesmann et al., 1984;
Maccoby & Wilson, 1957; Sheehan, 1983; Wiegman, Kuttschreuter, & Baarda,
1992) accorded identification an important role in the effects of media.

Huesmann et al. (1984) found that identifying with aggressive characters on TV
increased the learning of aggressive behavior by children. Basil (1996) found that
identification with celebrities who were promoting health messages increased the
adoption of these messages. Maccoby and Wilson (1957) found that children re-
membered more of the actions and speech of characters with whom they identified.
Ethnographic audience studies found that when asked to discuss their reactions to
shows, TV viewers will often focus on their feelings and reactions to characters, in-
cluding mentions of strong identification with characters (e.g., Liebes & Katz,
1990). Finally, identification is important because of its contribution to the devel-
opment of self-identity. As self-identity is related to our perception of others and
how they view us, media images are linked to self-identity (e.g., sexual identity is
linked to beliefs about sex roles). Identifying with media others allows us to experi-
ence social reality from other perspectives and, thus, shapes the development of
self-identity and social attitudes (Erikson, 1968).

It is little surprising, therefore, that various communication theories have ex-
plored identification. Textual theories have proposed to uncover the ways certain
features of texts promote audience identification (Wilson, 1993). Theories of me-
dia effects see identification as increasing the association between exposure and
impact (e.g., Basil, 1996). For theories of active involvement, identification is an
important motivation for, and outcome of, media exposure (e.g., Ang, 1982/1985).
Finally, theories of media reception point to the possibility of varying the target and
intensity of audience identification as a function of the social and psychological po-
sition of the audience vis-à-vis the text (e.g., Liebes & Katz, 1990).

Although identification plays a major role in media research, the attempts to
conceptualize the nature of identification and the theoretical treatment of this con-
cept have been less satisfactory. From the reviews of the literature on identification
with film and television characters, it is evident that identification is understood in a
variety of ways by different theorists and that this confusion has inhibited the devel-
opment of a comprehensive theory of identification and its consequences. In this
exploration of the notion of identification, the following three questions are ad-
dressed:

1. What exactly is identification with media characters?
2. What are the different forms of engagement with media characters or responses

to such characters by audience members that are sometimes confused with
identification (e.g., parasocial interaction [PSI], imitation, and modeling)?

3. What can we conclude from existing research about the causes and conse-
quences of identification?
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THEORETICAL CONTEXT

The conceptual and theoretical roots of identification emerged from psychological
notions of child identification. Through studies of the importance of identification
for the development of social and personal identities and the risks of weak child-
hood identification with adults, the concept has been adapted to study identification
with film and then television characters (van Beneden, 1998). Identification, ac-
cording to this tradition, is a psychological phenomenon that is part of the develop-
mental process.

Identification, Imagination, and Consciousness

Freud (1940/1989, p. 76) viewed identification as a nonconscious imaginative pro-
cess that results from psychological pressures due to the Oedipal complex, com-
pensation for the loss of object–love, jealousy, or mortification. Identification with
one’s parents was theorized as the process by which parents (their identity, values,
etc.) are incorporated into the self and become part of the superego. Adorno,
Frenkel-Brunswik, Levinson, and Sanford (1950) proposed that incomplete identi-
fication with parents during childhood may lead to the development of authoritar-
ian personality traits later in life.

In extending the Freudian (1940/1989) notion of identification, Wollheim
(1974) provided a clearer idea of the nature of identification. Wollheim distin-
guished identification from imitation: Identification has an internal component,
whereas imitation is external and behavioral. Identification, according to
Wollheim, involves imagining being someone else and imagining behaving like
someone else. Using drama as a metaphor, Wollheim explained:

In effect what we do when we identify with another is that we write a part for our-
selves, based upon the other, in the hope that, when we act it to ourselves, we shall be
carried away by the performance. (p. 191)

Identification requires that we forget ourselves and become the other—that we as-
sume for ourselves the identity of the target of our identification. For Wollheim, the
target of identification was not limited to parents but may be any other person or
character we can imagine.

A further extension of this concept was offered by Bettelheim (1943), who used
the concept of identification in his description of coping mechanisms used by con-
centration camp inmates. In his writing, he discussed identification with the aggres-
sor, in which prisoners use identification as a survival mechanism. Identification
with aggressors is manifest when, to survive in an otherwise unbearable situation,
prisoners internalize their captors’ views of reality, attitudes, or beliefs. Thus, for
Bettelheim (1943), identification does not require actively or willfully taking on the
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identity of the other but, rather, sharing their perspective and internalizing their
view of the world. Bettelheim (1976) also used the concept of identification when
he discussed the importance of children’s tales to child development. He argued
that by identifying with the hero of a tale, children psychologically experience the
triumph of good over evil and learn that being good pays. In sum, according to
Freud (1940/1989), Wollheim (1974), and Bettelheim (1943, 1976), identification
is an imaginative experience in which a person surrenders consciousness of his or
her own identity and experiences the world through someone else’s point of view.
Identification leads to the (temporary) adoption of an external point of view and to
viewing the world through an alternative social reality. The varying intensity of
identification reflects the extent to which one exchanges his or her own perspective
for that of another and is able to forget him- or herself.

Although identification involves imagination, it plays an important part in shap-
ing very real aspects of society. Identification is crucial to the socialization of chil-
dren and the development of personal and social identities throughout the life cycle
(Mead, 1934). Understanding identification with other people we encounter, both in
direct and mediated situations as part of the process by which people form personal
andgroupidentities, introducesabroadercontext to theorizingabout identification.

Identification, Identity, and Socialization

The ability to identify with others develops early in life and is a fundamental social
ability (Erikson, 1968). When distinguishing play from game, Mead (1934) ex-
plained that, as opposed to the solitary nature of play, participating in a game re-
quires that a child anticipates what others will do in response to his or her actions.
By doing so, the child practices the ability to take on the perspectives of others,
which eventually allows him or her to internalize the perspective of the generalized
other, that is, to identify with a community or group. Particularly relevant to this
discussion is that Mead’s work tied identification with the notion of group identity.
Identification with a group magnifies the feelings of superiority, and, unlike the
norms against explicitly asserting personal superiority in public, belonging to a su-
perior group is a legitimate way to assert self-superiority (Tajfel, 1979).

Erikson (1968) argued that the link between identification and identity is most
crucial during adolescence when identification shifts from parents to peers and a
more stable personal identity is formed. By identifying with others and imitating
certain characteristics of others, the adolescent builds his or her identity:

Individually speaking, identity includes, but is more than, the sum of all successive
identifications of those earlier years when the child wanted to be, and often was forced
to become, like the people he depended on. Identity is a new product, which now
meets a crisis to be solved only in new identifications with age mates and leader fig-
ures outside the families. (p. 87)
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According to Mead (1934) and Erikson (1968), then, identification is a normal
part of development that allows children and adolescents to develop into adults.
Children and adolescents identify with both people and characters and try on alter-
native ideas, images, attitudes, and identities. From this perspective, it is easy to un-
derstand the concerns of parents and educators when adolescents are surrounded by
virtual “peers” from MTV or the FOX network serials. If identification involves in-
ternalization, it is likely that repetitive internalization of powerful and seductive
images and alternative identities of media characters may have some long-term ef-
fects. This is especially true for adolescents who are in the process of forming their
own identity and are susceptible to influence by media characters. Even if this inter-
nalization for adolescents is merely temporary—a “trying on” of alternative
roles—it may include some extreme behaviors that have grave impact on the social
environment (Meyrowitz, 1994).

It is perhaps this function of identification—the chance for vicarious experi-
ence—that has attracted most attention by media scholars. Vicarious experience
may take various forms: experiencing things we cannot, or have not yet had the
chance to, experience in person (e.g., winning a million dollars on Who Wants to Be
a Millionaire? [Gentile, 2000]); trying on alternative identities (e.g., being an
Olympic athlete, gangster, brilliant scientist, or super model for a day); or other-
wise adopting the goals, feelings, or thoughts imagined to be those of the target of
our identification. Whether this vicarious experience results in overt behavior
(dressing up like Madonna or practicing a Michael Jordan jump shot) or takes on a
more purely imaginative form, it is this vicarious experience that makes identifica-
tion central. Through identification with characters in books, films, and television,
we extend our emotional horizons and social perspectives.

Even though the importance of identification and vicarious experience to media
theory is accepted, the theoretical basis for the study of identification with media
characters has been largely intuitive. Furthermore, the study of identification
within media studies has focused on explaining whom audiences identify with and
what the consequences of this identification are, but it has failed to clearly articulate
the nature of identification. Thus, identification has often been confused with simi-
lar concepts, such as parasocial relationships and fandom.

Within media studies, identification with media characters has generally been
understood to denote feelings of affinity, friendship, similarity, and liking of media
characters or imitation of a character by audience members. For example, Liebes
and Katz (1990) distinguished between three types of reactions toward characters:
liking, being like (similarity), and wanting to be like (modeling). Although they
recognized multiple possible responses to media characters based on these three di-
mensions, they argued that these responses are all part of one psychological vari-
able: identification. In a later extension of this discussion, Liebes (1996) further
distinguished nine possible responses and how they make viewers of TV soap op-
eras feel about themselves, but this discussion did not explicate the relationship be-
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tween liking, similarity, and imitation, on one hand, and identification (defined as
empathy or feeling as if one was the character), on the other hand. Thus, it remains
unclear whether these three possible responses are components of identification,
whether they are all necessary, or sufficient conditions for identification (or all of
these), or how such a conception of identification relates to earlier uses of the term
(e.g., Freud, 1940/1989). Media studies, then, have failed to develop a clear defini-
tion of identification and specify its relationship with concepts of audience involve-
ment with media characters.

UNDERSTANDING IDENTIFICATION
WITH MEDIA CHARACTERS

Whereas operational definitions of identification have generally used indicators of
attitudes and emotions toward characters as measures of identification, theoretical
treatments of identification have suggested that identification is a more primary
and internal process. For example, Livingstone (1998) described identification as
imagining being in someone else’s shoes and seeing the world through his or her
eyes. According to this definition, identification should be seen as determining the
audience member’s basic position vis-à-vis the text, a position from which he or she
shapes his or her view of the characters and events, and from which his or her emo-
tional and cognitive disposition toward the characters and text develop (Liebes,
1996). Furthermore, a comprehensive definition should include a sense of identifi-
cation as an experience—as a state in which one adopts the goals and identity of a
character. Finally, a satisfactory definition of identification should attempt to ex-
plain the relationship between identification and other ways that audiences relate to
characters (e.g., attitudes and emotions).

There are many types of media characters: newscasters, sports figures, cartoon
characters, fictional characters, game-show contestants, and others. Types of char-
acters are linked to types of media texts, although these two typologies do not fully
overlap. The combination of specific text and character type determines, in part, the
reactions of audience members toward a character (Hoffner, 1996). Given the defi-
nition of identification described next, the concept best fits reactions toward fic-
tional characters in narrative texts. This is not to say that identification is impossible
with other types of characters, such as sports players, but simply that this sort of
identification: (a) is less likely and (b) would probably be manifested in different
ways. Thus, when discussing media characters, I focus primarily on fictional char-
acters in comedy and drama.

Based on earlier psychological theories of identification (i.e., Freud, 1940/1989;
Wollheim, 1974), identification with media characters may be usefully defined as
an imaginative process invoked as a response to characters presented within medi-
ated texts. Identification is fleeting and varies in intensity (Wilson, 1993), a sensa-
tion felt intermittently during exposure to a media message. While identifying with
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a character, an audience member imagines him- or herself being that character and
replaces his or her personal identity and role as audience member with the identity
and role of the character within the text. While strongly identifying, the audience
member ceases to be aware of his or her social role as an audience member and tem-
porarily (but usually repeatedly) adopts the perspective of the character with whom
he or she identifies. Oatley (1994) argued that one of the important basis for identi-
fication is that the reader adopts the characters’ goals, comprehends plot events in
reference to these goals, and experiences the feelings that result from the interaction
of these goals and the events that take place. Thus, happiness should result from
events that promote the character’s goals and anxiety from those that threaten the
success of these goals. As Zillmann (1994) pointed out, in most cases, the knowl-
edge of the audience member is not identical to that of the character (the audience
member may know more or less than the character about what is happening, de-
pending on the narrative structure), but this does not mean, he argued, that identifi-
cation is impossible. Rather, identification means that the knowledge of the audi-
ence members is processed from the character’s perspective and is transformed into
empathic emotions.

Unlike conceptions of identification that stress feelings and attributions about
the character (i.e., sympathy and similarity), the current conceptualization of iden-
tification focuses on sharing the perspective of the character; feeling with the char-
acter, rather than about the character. This distinction echoes that made by Oatley
(1999) between those readers who read as spectators, read about what happens to
others, and those who identify with a specific character and experience the text
from that character’s perspective. The difference between spectatorship and identi-
fication is related to the psychological distance the reader maintains from the text
and, in this sense, is similar to Wilson’s (1993) notion of film viewing as a move-
ment in and out of the film and of Fiske’s (1989) contention that identification in-
creases referential reception and decreases the distance needed for ideological and
critical receptions of television.

This definition of identification as adopting the identity and perspective of a
character helps clarify several attributes of identification. First, identification is de-
fined not as an attitude, an emotion, or perception but, rather, as a process that con-
sists of increasing loss of self-awareness and its temporary replacement with
heightened emotional and cognitive connections with a character. Second, unlike a
purely psychological theory of identification or a conception linked to sociological
notions of identifying with social groups or leaders, identification is defined here as
a response to textual features that are intended to provoke identification. Directors
and writers create characters with whom audiences are meant to interact to enjoy
books, films, or television programs. Unlike identification with parents, leaders, or
nations, identification with media characters is a result of a carefully constructed
situation. Thus, media studies of identification must account for the production of
identification targets as well as the identification of audiences with them. Finally, it
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is important to note that identification is a response to communication by others that
is marked by internalizing a point of view rather than a process of projecting one’s
own identity onto someone or something else.

Identification is a process that culminates in a cognitive and emotional state in
which the audience member is aware not of him- or herself as an audience member,
but rather imagines being one of the characters in the text. The process of identifica-
tion may begin because of a production feature that brings the audience member to
adopt a character’s perspective (Wilson, 1993), an audience member’s fondness for
a specific character (Cohen, 1999), or a realization that a similarity exists between
the audience member and a character (Maccoby & Wilson, 1957). These lead to a
psychologicalmerging(Oatley,1999)orattachment, inwhich theaudiencemember
comes to internalize the characters’ goals within the narrative. The audience mem-
ber then empathizes with the character and adopts the character’s identity. As the
narrative progresses, the audience member simulates the feelings and thoughts ap-
propriate for the events that occur. Identification may be ended or interrupted when
the audience member is made aware of him- or herself through an external stimuli
(e.g., thephone rings), a textual stimuli (e.g., a changeofcameraangleoradirect ref-
erence to the reader), or the end of the story. Outcomes of identification may include
increased liking or imitation but can also include negative feelings. Identifying with
extremely negative characters who are evil or very violent may evoke some under-
standing or even sympathy for them during reading or viewing but strongly identify-
ing with such a character is likely to cause dissonance, guilt, or even fear.

Following the definition provided previously and to further clarify the concept
of identification, it may be helpful to compare it with other ways of describing reac-
tions toward media characters or the relationships that audiences develop with
them. As mentioned earlier, it is partly the lack of clear conceptual distinctions be-
tween identification and other audience–character processes that has inhibited the-
oretical development.

DISTINGUISHING OTHER AUDIENCE RESPONSES
TO MEDIA CHARACTERS FROM IDENTIFICATION

Identification is but one of the many ways in which audience members react to peo-
ple in the media (Hoffner & Cantor, 1991). An audience member may respond by
liking or disliking characters, feeling close to them (affinity; Newton & Buck,
1985; Newton, Buck, & Woelfel, 1986), finding similarities or differences between
the characters and themselves (similarity; Reeves & Miller, 1978), finding the
characters sexually or romantically attractive (attachment; Steever, 1994), devel-
oping PSI with them (Horton & Wohl, 1956), or desiring to imitate them (imitation;
Hoffner, 1996). It is beyond the scope of this article to define each of these types of
responses carefully; rather, it is necessary to distinguish identification from the
other types of reactions and relationships. Table 1 summarizes the major distinc-
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tions between identification and alternative conceptions of viewer responses to
character.

Identification and PSI

As compared to PSI, identification lacks an interactional component because when
identifying, one lacks an awareness of the self, and, therefore, the distinction be-
tween self and other—necessary for interaction—is missing. Identification with a
television character is based on a psychological attachment between the viewer and
a character (Cohen, 1997; Cole & Leets, 1999), but rather then leading to interac-
tion with the character, it leads to imagining being the character (Livingstone,
1998). Identification leads the audience member to experience the text as if he or
she were inside the text, whereas for PSI to occur, one needs to retain his or her
self-identity and interact with the character, thereby maintaining at least a minimal
social distance (Horton & Wohl, 1956). Identification requires extreme absorption
in the text and involves an intense emotional experience, whereas PSI is a concept
modeled to be similar to friendship and is increased by a direct address of the audi-
ence by the character (Auter, 1992). Finally, although both are psychological con-
cepts, identification stems from psychoanalysis, whereas PSI is a concept rooted in
the study of interpersonal communication (Horton & Wohl, 1956).

Identification, Liking, Similarity, and Affinity

Identification is often related to audience perceptions of liking, similarity, and af-
finity to characters. However, these latter concepts describe attitudes or judgments
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TABLE 1
Comparing Identification With Similar Concepts

Identification
Parasocial
Interaction

Liking, Similarity,
Affinity Imitation

Nature of
process

Emotional and
cognitive, alters
state of awareness

Interactional,
(para)social

Attitude Behavior

Basis Understanding and
empathy

Attraction Perceptions of
character and self

Modeling

Positioning of
viewer

As character As self As self As learner (self as
other)

Associated
phenomena

Absorption in text,
emotional release

Attachment to
character and text,
keeping company

Fandom, realism Learning,
reinforcement

Theoretical
roots

Psychoanalysis, film
studies, social
psychology

Psychology,
interpersonal
communication

Social psychology Experimental
psychology, social
learning theory
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that people make about characters based on their perceptions of the characters and
of themselves as people. To compare or judge a character, one is required to acti-
vate his or her own psychological schemas and, hence, to be self-aware, whereas
identification uses one’s own psyche to imagine being someone else. To compare
one’s self, or to feel close to a character, one must be positioned outside the text as a
spectator, rather than imagining one’s self inside a textual reality. Liking and affin-
ity are likely to increase fandom, and similarity is associated with a judgment of re-
alism; identification, on the other hand, does not foster any judgments that require
treating a character as external to the self.

Identification and Imitation

Finally, imitation is a behavioral concept rooted in learning theory that describes
the acquisition of new behaviors based on observation of a model. When learning
from characters on television, viewers position themselves as learners trying to
both pay close attention to the learned behavior and assess the outcomes that follow
(Maccoby & Wilson, 1957).

With very few exceptions (e.g., Hoffner & Buchanan, 1998; Liebes, 1996), the
existing literature on the relationships between media audiences and media charac-
ters (whether or not the term identification is used) has failed to distinguish among
various forms of audience responses to characters. Rather, researchers (e.g.,
Hoffner & Cantor, 1991; Liebes & Katz, 1990) lumped the different responses to-
gether, focusing entirely on the intensity of feelings toward the character and using
various names and labels interchangeably: identification, PSI, and so forth. The
lack of consistency in the conceptual use of identification by media scholars is fur-
ther confounded by incompatibility of conceptual and operational definitions in
empirical studies. Thus, even when scholars carefully defined identification in con-
ceptual terms and went on to measure identification, the conceptual and operational
definitions often did not match. While defining identification as “being in someone
else’s shoes,” they measured liking, similarity, or desire to imitate (e.g., Liebes &
Katz, 1990; Maccoby & Wilson, 1957).

MEASURING IDENTIFICATION

Although there is a frequently used scale that was developed to measure PSI (A. M.
Rubin, Perse, & Powell, 1985), no measure for identification with media characters
has been devised. Thus, when trying to measure identification in empirical media
studies, researchers have used several strategies:

1. Maccoby and Wilson (1957) were the first of many researchers to test the
role of identification as a mediating variable between exposure to film and observa-
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tional learning. They theoretically defined identification as fantasizing oneself to
be in the place of a character, and they measured identification through an additive
scale of liking a character, wanting to be like a character, and feeling similar to a
character. Others used a similar strategy (e.g., Eisenstock, 1984; Liebes & Katz,
1990). This strategy overlooked the unique nature of identification and the differ-
ences between identification and other responses toward media characters.

2. Some scholars (e.g., Newton & Buck, 1985; Newton et al., 1986; Reeves &
Miller, 1978) sidestepped the problem of operationalizing identification by using a
more naturalistic approach and asked respondents to rank the distance they felt be-
tween them and television characters. This avoided the need to define the concept
being measured and resulted in what seemed to be a subjective measure of affinity.
A similar approach was to ask respondents directly whether they identified with a
character and then to let respondents interpret the meaning of identification for
themselves. In this approach, however, what exactly was being measured remains
ambiguous.

3. From a more behavioral position, some researchers equated identification
with actual imitation (e.g., Huesmann et al., 1984; Sheehan, 1983; Wiegman et al.,
1992). This approach failed to distinguish between psychological and behavioral
concepts. It is likely that identification sometimes leads to imitation, but, as argued
previously, the two cannot be considered identical.

4. Some studies (e.g., Basil, 1996) measured identification using a wide range
of questions, including liking, similarity, friendship, role modeling, and whether
audience members thought they could work together with a celebrity. Thus, these
researchers perceived identification not as a particular type of response toward a
character but as a variable that measured the intensity of different types of positive
feelings audience members had toward a character.

5. In literary studies of reader response, several ways to measure identification
were used. Oatley (1999) and others used stream-of-consciousness methods; they
asked readers to speak or write down their thoughts while they read stories. These
thoughts and emotions were then analyzed to determine the degree of identification
readers experienced. Miall and Kuiken (1995) devised the Literary Response
Scale, a 7-factor, self-report scale for emotional and cognitive responses to reading
that includes empathy, a major component of identification.

Because identification is an imaginative process that is characterized by an al-
tered state of awareness, it is difficult to measure. However, although audience
members who identify with media characters are not aware of doing so while iden-
tifying, this does not mean that they cannot recall it at a later time. After someone
identifies with a character, he or she may be aware of having been deeply absorbed
in the text and be able to assess the degree to which he or she empathized with the
character and was able to understand and share the characters’ feelings, goals, and
perspective.
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In attempting to operationalize and measure identification, four dimensions are
central. The first is empathy or sharing the feelings of the character (i.e., being
happy; sad; or scared, not for the character, but with the character). The second is a
cognitive aspect that is manifest in sharing the perspective of the character. Opera-
tionally this can be measured by the degree to which an audience member feels he
or she understands the character and the motivations for his or her behavior. The
third indicator of identification is motivational, and this addresses the degree to
which the audience member internalizes and shares the goals of the character.
Finally, the fourth component of identification is absorption or the degree to which
self-awareness is lost during exposure to the text. Because identification is con-
ceived as temporary and fleeting, it should be measured both in terms of intensity
and frequency. The more someone is absorbed in the text, empathizes with and un-
derstands a character, and adopts his or her goals, the more he or she may be said to
identify with that character.

Based on these dimensions and previous methods of measurement, the follow-
ing items are suggested for measuring identification. Respondents may be asked to
indicate their degree of agreement with the following statement, referring to a spe-
cific character in a specific TV show (these items could also be adapted for film or
books):

1. While viewing program X, I felt as if I was part of the action.
2. While viewing program X, I forgot myself and was fully absorbed.
3. I was able to understand the events in the program in a manner similar to that

in which character X understood them.
4. I think I have a good understanding of character X.
5. I tend to understand the reasons why character X does what he or she does.
6. While viewing the show I could feel the emotions character X portrayed.
7. During viewing, I felt I could really get inside character X’s head.
8. At key moments in the show, I felt I knew exactly what character X was go-

ing through.
9. While viewing the program, I wanted character X to succeed in achieving

his or her goals.
10. When character X succeeded I felt joy, but when he or she failed, I was sad.

Antecedents of Identification

Because previous research has used different definitions of identification, it is diffi-
cult to assess the degree to which empirical evidence from these studies is applica-
ble to identification as defined herein. However, the existing literature raises sev-
eral questions and hypotheses regarding the variables that promote identification.
One issue is the relative importance of textual features versus response variables in
determining the likelihood of, choice of target for, and intensity of identification.
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Technology Versus Audience

Opposing theoretical positions have been suggested concerning the role of technol-
ogy in defining the target of audience members’ identification. Literary and film
studies, focusing primarily on texts, suggest that texts offer heroes with whom audi-
ences identify with through production technique. In films particularly, it is the
camera that provides the viewpoint for the audience and determines the target of au-
dience identification (Flitterman-Lewis, 1987). The identification of the film
viewer is not with the characters but, rather, with the act of viewing itself that occurs
through the camera, and only through the camera does the viewer identify with the
hero of the film (Benjamin, 1969). Thus, according to these theorists, the identifica-
tion of the viewer is determined by the director of a film through the positioning of
the camera, his or her choice of shots, focus, and so on. The intense experience of
cinema viewing—the dark theater, the back projection, the long shots, and cine-
matic techniques of establishing shots—provide the possibility of identifying with
the camera telling the story or with the hero of the film chosen by the director to pro-
vide the primary point of view.

Similarly, novels are read alone; require undivided attention; and, therefore, al-
low for an intense reading experience. Literary reader response theory has posited
several modes of response, ranging from spectatorship to identification. Oatley
(1999) defined identification with literary characters as merging: “The meeting of
identification is a species of empathy, in which we do not merely sympathize with a
person, we become that person” (p. 446). He further contrasted film and literary
novels and argued that, compared with the novel, films tend to favor the spectator
role because of their visual nature, whereas novels and short stories are equally hos-
pitable to both spectatorship and identification. Whereas films use camera angles to
foster identification (Benjamin, 1969; Flitterman-Lewis, 1987), literary tech-
niques, such as first-person narration (Oatley, 1999) and description of thoughts
and feelings, are used to foster identification by inviting the reader to identify with
the main protagonist. Alternatively, identification may be with the narrator who
then serves as a spectator in reference to the characters in the story. Although this is
the view of literary scholars, Oatley (1994) and film theorists (e.g., Houston, 1984)
argued that film does invite identification but that TV viewing is passive and cannot
elicit identification.

Because they have maintained that identification is technologically determined,
film theorists (e.g., Houston, 1984) argued that television viewing cannot promote
identification. Whereas back projection in cinema puts the viewer in line with the
film’s perspective by placing him or her in between the projector and the screen,
television viewers sit opposite the direction of projection. As opposed to the
one-camera film production or the literary narrator, the use of multiple cameras in
television production does not provide a unified point of view with which viewers
can identify. Film theorists (e.g., Houston, 1984) argued that because television
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viewing is an interrupted activity (i.e., shorter shots, commercial breaks, and
shorter program formats), it does not allow for viewer identification. The domestic
setting of television viewing, as opposed to the dark and quiet cinema, blends view-
ing with other domestic activities and, therefore, can offer only a “tease” rather than
any real psychological satisfaction that comes through identification and, thus,
only from film (Houston, 1984).

Of course, media scholars who study television put less stock in technologically
based arguments (e.g., Meyrowitz, 1994; for an exception, see Lombard, 1995),
and they have argued that television offers its viewers not just one, but many, char-
acters to identify with. Television makes up for its interrupted form with the sheer
volume of exposure and repetition. If film theorists focused on the uniqueness of
film and its production to deny identification with television, social-science ori-
ented television studies focused more on the audience who exhibited responses that
suggested identification can be quite strong (Meyrowitz, 1994). Wilson (1993) ex-
plained the distinction between the two traditions as one between the structuralist
paradigm and poststructuralist studies of film and television. In the former, identifi-
cation is an effect produced by the text, whereas for the latter “‘identification’ in-
volves mediation, an interpretation of the ideology articulated by textual subjects
through the categories of understanding constituting the extra-textual viewer” (p.
63). Although there seems to be a basis for considering technological and produc-
tion features as important for the study of identification, theories that have overem-
phasized technological determinants of audience response failed to consider the
knowledge amassed by studies of active audiences. Typically, there has been little
empirical evidence to substantiate the rich theoretical claims of technological ef-
fects. At the same time, substantial evidence has been gathered for active reception
and variance in audience reactions to various media and texts and the importance of
reception contexts. Further research is needed to delineate the ways in which tech-
nology, textual production, reception context, and profiles of individual audience
members interact to shape the reactions to media characters.

Social-science oriented research regarding the antecedent factors related to au-
dience–character relations leads to several hypotheses about factors that precede
identification:

• Narrative genres should promote greater levels of identification than
nonnarrative genres because they provide an alternative reality to which they trans-
port the audience. Drama and comedy should promote more identification than
television talk shows or news in which characters speak directly to audiences, con-
stantly engaging them in their role as audience. It is precisely those features that
promote PSI (Horton & Wohl, 1956) that should limit identification and vice versa.

• Because identification requires audience members to imagine themselves as a
character, similarity of audience members to characters should increase the likeli-
hood of identification. However, this similarity may be based on a multitude of fac-
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tors other than demographic similarity of age, gender, or race. Indeed, iconic repre-
sentations (i.e., animated characters) often elicit feelings of similarity by
suggesting similarity of attributes (e.g., goofy or scared) or similarity of situation
(being ridiculed like Dumbo or scared and dependent like Bambi).1

• As in interpersonal relationships, the duration of familiarity is important to the
nature of the relationship between viewers and a character (R. B. Rubin & McHugh,
1987). The longer an audience member is exposed to a character, the more likely he
or she is to be able to imagine being that character.

• Similarly, it is hypothesized that perceived realism of a character will promote
identification. As Press (1989) showed, perceived realism is a very important fea-
ture to television viewers in their reactions to texts in general and, more specifi-
cally, to characters. Realism, however, does not necessarily mean the similarity of a
character’s behavior to the real life of an audience member; it may be a similarity to
a stereotype held by a viewer (e.g., a poor viewer) regarding the life of another so-
cial group (e.g., a rich character).

• Demographic and attitude similarity between viewer and character are also
hypothesized to be predictors of viewer–character relations (Maccoby & Wilson,
1957; Turner, 1993).

• Several psychological variables have also been linked to viewer–character re-
lations. These include attachment models (Cohen, 1997; Cole & Leets, 1999) and
self-esteem (Turner, 1993).

Beyond technical production features or audience characteristics, there are at-
tributes of a character that predict the development of audience relationships with
them. These include, among others, physical attractiveness and favorable personal-
ity characteristics (Cohen, 1999; Hoffner, 1996; Hoffner & Cantor, 1991).

Identification and Consequences

There is a theoretical basis for suggesting several consequences of identification.
The link between possible media effects and identification is suggested not only be-
cause of identification’s role in socialization, but also by theories of persuasion. Just
as identification is one of the ways individuals create their own identities, identifica-
tion can be used purposely by others as a means of social influence. Burke (1950) de-
fined identification as cosubstantiality, a sharing of substance. He claimed that to
persuade,a rhetoricianmust strive foracommunalityofmotiveswithhisorheraudi-
ence, a sense that they share motives and values. Kelman (1961) viewed identifica-
tion as one of three processes of social influence. Identification is used to persuade
by making the source of a message, rather than the message itself, attractive.
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Identification is useful as a persuasion tactic because it can overcome the natural
tendency to limit one’s thoughts and feelings to a single perspective. By introducing
other perspectives and persuading others to identify with them, new possibilities for
understandingareopened thatmayresult inattitudechange. Inadvertising,celebrity
appeals evoke identification, which may lead potential consumers to imagine them-
selves eating, drinking, or wearing an advertised product (Basil, 1996). Recent re-
search has provided evidence of other psychological effects of identification with
both individuals and groups in social behavior. For example, using dysphoric partic-
ipants, Gleicher (1998) found that individuals felt more negative emotion when they
identified with targets who were perceived as being less in control. Similarly, identi-
fying with a winning team can boost self-esteem (Cialdini et al., 1976).

Given the evidence from social–psychological research about the importance of
identification, it is easy to understand why media scholars have considered identifi-
cation to be a process that mediates between exposure to media messages and per-
suasion. According to the elaboration likelihood model, identification increases in-
volvement with messages, which, in turn, increases the elaboration of messages
(Petty & Cacioppo, 1984) and their potential persuasive effects. Another explana-
tion for the effects of identification is that it increases the intensity of, and involve-
ment with, the exposure to mediated texts and makes their meaning more memora-
ble. According to learning theory (Bandura, 1986), identification can produce
modeling and imitation because it provides a glimpse of “what if,” and these
glimpses are powerful predictors of future behavior. Wied, Zillmann, and Ordman
(1994) also showed that the degree of empathic distress felt for a character was
linked to the enjoyment of film. Because empathy is part of identification, it is
likely that strong identification leads to greater enjoyment of media messages and,
possibly, to greater impact.

Moreover, if high involvement with messages and greater elaboration also lead
to a more critical stance, identification—because it involves the loss of self-aware-
ness—is less likely to produce critical readings (Fiske, 1989). Rather, identification
is likely to increase enjoyment, involvement, and intense emotional responses, but
it is less likely to produce critical stances toward texts. It may be hypothesized that
identification increases the persuasive and imitative effects of media on audiences.

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS

Given the centrality of identification to media research, the need for a comprehen-
sive theory of identification is clear. Such a theory must start with a definition of
identification and measures that will enable researchers to accumulate evidence re-
garding the process of identification. The different concepts that have heretofore
been equated with identification and used to measure it span behavioral, cognitive,
and emotional concepts; encompass perceptions, attitudes, and desires; and include
descriptions of a relational nature or of individual responses.
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The basic aim of this article is to define identification as one of several possible
responses of media audiences to media characters. Identification is an imaginative
process through which an audience member assumes the identity, goals, and per-
spective of a character. Identification is hypothesized to be promoted by technical
production features and audience and character attributes and is expected to in-
crease involvement with messages and decrease the chances of critical interpreta-
tion. More than being an attitude, judgment, or response to media characters (e.g.,
liking, similarity, affinity, or attraction), identification engages the audience mem-
ber during reception.

The explication of the concept of identification is not only important in the nar-
row interest of studying media consumption, interpretation, and effects, but also, a
more comprehensive theory of identification can play a role in several of the
broader theoretical challenges facing communication studies. The first is the effort
to integrate theories and concepts from the study of interpersonal communication
into models of mass media (Cohen & Metzger, 1998; A. M. Rubin & Rubin, 1985,
1998). Most of the efforts to find common ground between theories of mass media
and interpersonal communication have been directed toward exploring parasocial
relationships as social relationships (R. B. Rubin & McHugh, 1987). Although
identification involves the merging of self and other, rather than the interaction be-
tween self and others, it is an important part of many close relationships and is an
important mechanism through which people connect emotionally and cognitively
with one another. Although identification with media characters is most character-
istically a response to narratives, it is also a likely response to interpersonal con-
texts, such as stories heard around a campfire or at a slumber party, or in highly
emotional interpersonal conversations, such as in support groups. Identification
may also occur on a more permanent basis, such as when someone identifies with
parents or a spouse, a social group, or even national symbols. Future research
should explore the similarities and differences between identification in social situ-
ations and identification with media characters.

The further study of identification also promises to integrate the theorizing
about texts and audiences. Distinguishing the different types of responses audience
members have to characters requires analyzing the elusive moment of meeting of
text and audience. It is fairly clear that different types of media and media texts pro-
mote different responses from audiences (e.g., film vs. television, print vs. visual,
first-person vs. third-person narration, and narrative texts vs. nonnarrative texts),
but it is equally probable that there is variance in the responses of different groups to
a given text (differentiated by social groups and psychological variables). Thus, a
comprehensive theory of identification will necessarily incorporate propositions
about texts and audiences.

Clearly, it is premature to articulate a full theory of identification. This discus-
sion of identification leaves many open questions and points to many directions of
new research. The definition of identification that is offered here requires further
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elaboration and refinement as well as empirical tests of propositions regarding the
factors leading to identification and the results of identification. As suggested pre-
viously, the development of empirical research also depends on the development of
research measures for identification, for which examples are provided. The devel-
opment of such measures will provide a new approach to the investigation of some
of the most central issues in media studies and help explain the link between media,
identification, social identities, and social relations.
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