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Abstract Numerous studies have demonstrated the power
of entertainment narratives to influence attitudes and behaviors; fewer have examined the effects of TV portrayals
on attitudes toward marginalized groups. The present
study is among the first to explore how entertainment
narratives depicting transgender individuals influence
viewers’ attitudes toward transgender people and related
policies. The study examines the impact of exposure to a
TV storyline on Royal Pains (USA Network) and cumulative effects of viewing other TV series featuring transgender individuals. An online survey of 488 U.S. viewers
of Royal Pains was conducted (391 had seen the relevant
episode). ANCOVAs revealed exposure to both the Royal
Pains’ storyline and other storylines portraying transgender individuals were associated with more supportive attitudes toward transgender people and policies. Mediation
models revealed that for viewers of the Royal Pains’
storyline, the relationships between political ideology
and attitudes toward transgender people and policies were
mediated by identification with the main characters and
the emotion of hope. Disgust mediated viewers’ attitudes
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toward transgender people, but not policies. Post hoc
analyses revealed that exposure to transgender narratives
reduced the influence of viewers’ political ideology on
their attitudes. The attitudes of more conservative viewers
became increasingly positive as they saw more media
portrayals of transgender individuals. These findings
highlight the potential for entertainment narratives to influence attitudes toward marginalized groups, and they
demonstrate the importance of emotion in the context of
divisive topics. Social, political, and public health implications are discussed.
Keywords Transgender . Entertainment . Attitudes . Media
representations . TV . Narrative persuasion . Hope . Disgust
The United States reached a Btransgender tipping point^
in 2014, as declared by Time Magazine (Steinmetz 2014,
para. 1), with media visibility of transgender individuals
at an all-time high. Prior to this peak, media depictions of
transgender people—that is, individuals whose gender
identity does not align with their birth sex—were rare
(GLAAD 2016a). Since 2014, the quantity of transgender
portrayals has remained elevated across a variety of platforms and formats, indicating increased transgender visibility is more than a passing fad in entertainment (Scheller
and Love 2016). A number of TV shows have revolved
around the lives of a central transgender character, including Transparent (Amazon), which depicts the transition
from male to female of the character Maura, played by
Jeffrey Tambor. The annual GLAAD (2016a) BWhere We
Are on TV^ report provides a breakdown of all recurring
LGBT (lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender) characters
appearing in scripted primetime TV series. GLAAD’s reports focus only on recurring characters who appear on an
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ongoing basis. Although recurring characters are important, this focus overlooks brief storylines and one-time
characters that may have the potential for broader influence. Transgender characters who appear in only a single
episode may play a special role in influencing viewers’
attitudes. Viewers who are not inclined to seek out ongoing transgender depictions may only encounter them in
brief storylines occurring in mainstream programs that
do not regularly focus on such characters or issues.
One such brief depiction of a transgender character was a
single-episode storyline on the show Royal Pains (USA
Network), a fictional medical drama following physician
Hank Lawson. The storyline depicts a transgender teen,
Anna, who is experiencing health complications as she transitions from male to female. Anna was played by Nicole
Maines, a transgender teen activist and winner of a 2014 court
decision in Maine granting students the right to use bathrooms
aligning with their gender identity (Kellaway 2015). The episode received a 2016 GLAAD Media Award for outstanding
individual episode (GLAAD 2016b).
Prior to this episode, Royal Pains did not have a history of
addressing transgender issues, or LGBT issues in general.
When it first aired in June 2015, the episode was seen by
1.33 million people (TV By The Numbers 2015) and presented a unique opportunity to study effects of exposure to a
transgender storyline across the ideological spectrum because
there was no reason to expect the episode would draw primarily from audiences already supportive of transgender policies.
Nielsen audience data indicate the Royal Pains viewer profile
skews female (63%) and White (80%), with a median age of
55. The present paper begins with a brief description of the
scope of transgender media visibility, followed by a review of
the theoretical framework of narrative influence. Next, we
describe the present study, a quasi-experimental examination
of the impact of the Royal Pains’ storyline, as well as a discussion of potential cumulative effects of entertainment
narratives involving transgender issues on viewers’ attitudes toward transgender people and policies. We conclude with a discussion of the practical and theoretical
implications of our research.

Transgender Media Visibility
Transgender individuals and related policy issues were highly
visible both in entertainment and in the news during the time
of our study (Taylor 2015). The story surrounding Caitlyn
Jenner’s transition was ubiquitous and emerged as a milestone
in transgender visibility. In the following, we review the news
coverage of transgender issues as well as entertainment depictions of transgender people that were prominent during the
relevant time frame.

In 2015, transgender people and policy issues were frequently in the news, in contrast to their historically sparse
presence (Billard 2016). Lawsuits over bathroom policies received much media attention (Shapiro 2015). News stories
discussing the risks and benefits of transitioning as an adolescent were also emerging (e.g., Bartusiask et al. 2015).
However, the extensive media coverage of Caitlyn Jenner’s
transition, which was ongoing during the study period, generally eclipsed other transgender-related news. Although many
Americans were familiar with Bruce Jenner, the 1976 world
record-setting Olympic champion and member of the
Kardashian family of reality TV fame (Keeping Up with the
Kardashians), throughout decades in the limelight Jenner’s
gender identity-related struggles remained private. Then, on
April 24, 2015, more than 20 million people watched Jenner’s
ABC 20/20 interview with reporter Diane Sawyer in which
Jenner discussed her decision to transition from her birth sex
(male) to her true gender identity (female). On June 1, Vanity
Fair released its iconic BCall Me Caitlyn^ cover (Bissinger
2015), and on July 26 the E! reality series I am Cait premiered
(Tartaglione 2015).
During this time, fictional portrayals of transgender characters also increased in quantity. In the months preceding the
Royal Pains episode assessed in our study, many transgender
characters and storylines appeared on television. On streaming
platforms, recurring transgender characters were depicted on
shows such as Transparent (Amazon), Sense 8 (Netflix), and
Orange is the New Black (Netflix). While no recurring transgender characters appeared on broadcast legacy channels during primetime (GLAAD 2015), some characters made appearances in one or a few episodes in a series, including in Grey’s
Anatomy (ABC), Glee (Fox), and Law & Order: SVU (ABC).
Transgender characters also appeared on cable series, including The Fosters (Freeform) and Royal Pains (USA Network).
We received advance notice of the Royal Pains episode
through the Hollywood, Health & Society (HH&S) program
at the University of Southern California. HH&S serves as a
free resource to the entertainment industry, providing accurate
health information for television storylines through consultations with subject matter experts. In February 2015, a writer/
researcher for Royal Pains contacted HH&S seeking expert
assistance. The writing team had questions about hormone
replacement therapy for a transgender teen, the prevalence of
depression among transgender youth, and changing attitudes
within the medical community around the optimal age for
transition. HH&S arranged a conference call with John
Turco, MD, of Dartmouth-Hitchcock Medical Center, an expert in transgender hormonal therapy.
The resulting episode, titled BThe Prince of Nucleotides,^
aired June 23, 2015 and featured a storyline in which the
physician Hank treats Anna, a 15-year-old girl suffering from
a blood clot (Lenchewski et al. 2015a, b). Hank learns that
Anna is transgender (i.e., she was born biologically male but
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identifies as a female) and that she has started selfadministering estrogen as part of her transition. Because
Anna’s parents did not approve of her starting hormone therapy until age 17, Anna began taking estrogen without parental
or medical guidance. While treating Anna, Hank discovers she
suffers from a genetic disorder known as Factor V Leiden,
which increases clotting risk and can be dangerous in combination with estrogen. Initially, Hank advises Anna to stop
taking estrogen, which would effectively mean abandoning
her transition. Upon further consideration, however, he agrees
to work with her to find a tolerable dose so that she can continue to transition and avoid the negative emotional consequences of being unable to align her physical appearance with
her gender identity. The transgender storyline was not promoted by USA Network prior to the airdate. As such, it is unlikely
that initial viewership of this episode was influenced by the
nature of this storyline. In sum, between coverage of
Caitlyn Jenner, news stories about transgender policy
issues, and a variety of entertainment TV depictions,
transgender representations were highly visible throughout 2015, suggesting the potential for substantial impact
on the attitudes of media consumers.

Theoretical Background
The power of narrative communication, or storytelling, has
been recognized and utilized for thousands of years (Fisher
1985, 1987). Research in narrative persuasion has demonstrated that narratives can provide viewers and readers with a
deeper understanding of the individuals depicted in stories
(Cohen 2001). Limited research has explored the effects of
narrative portrayals of people from marginalized or stigmatized groups, and existing research shows mixed results of
such attempts at persuasion. In some cases, narratives have
been shown to improve people’s attitudes toward stigmatized
groups (Oliver et al. 2012). In other cases, they have been
ineffective in influencing attitudes toward public policies affecting such groups (Slater et al. 2006). According to Green
and Brock (2000), stories can affect the real-world beliefs of
individuals by transporting them into a narrative world in
which their attention and cognitive resources are engrossed
in the story. In this narrative world, people are less likely to
critically assess messages and counter-argue as they would in
response to more overtly persuasive messages (Kreuter et al.
2007; Moyer-Gusé 2008; Niederdeppe et al. 2011; Slater and
Rouner 2002). Based on prior research demonstrating the impact of entertainment narratives, we posed that among prior
viewers of Royal Pains, exposure to a specific single-episode
storyline featuring a transgender character will be associated
with more positive attitudes toward (Hypothesis 1a) transgender people and (Hypothesis 1b) transgender policy issues.

Narrative research in the context of entertainment
storylines has primarily focused on three key mechanisms:
identification with characters, transportation, and emotional
responses (Moyer-Gusé 2008). The present study utilizes
Cohen’s (2001, 2006) conceptualization of identification as
the cognitive and emotional perspective-taking of a character.
That is, when viewers identify with a character, they perceive
the events happening to the character as if they were happening to themselves.
Transportation occurs when audience members feel as if
they are part of the narrative they are viewing (Green and
Brock 2000, 2002). This involves several processes: a loss
of awareness of one’s surroundings, heightened emotions
and motivations, and a change in perspective or attitudes
resulting from the experience. Transportation can predict persuasive effects (Green and Brock 2000; Kreuter et al. 2007;
Murphy et al. 2011). These effects may be enhanced over
time, as repeated exposure to characters and issues has been
shown to result in greater attitude change than one exposure in
contexts related to healthcare and medical procedures (see
Shen and Han 2014, for a meta-analysis). Research exploring
cumulative effects of entertainment storylines guide our second hypothesis which predicted that among prior viewers of
Royal Pains, cumulative exposure to other transgender narratives in entertainment TV will be associated with more positive attitudes toward (Hypothesis 2a) transgender people and
(Hypothesis 2b) transgender policy issues.
Research has also indicated that the emotional responses
evoked by narratives are an important factor in the process of
persuasion. People tend to try to minimize mental effort when
processing information (Fiske and Taylor 2013), and much
media today is consumed in an environment of distraction.
Recent surveys have found that the majority of TV viewers
in the United States multitask when they watch TV (TiVo
2015), with the percent expected to rise in upcoming years
(eMarketer 2016). As Americans’ TV time becomes increasingly distracted, it may be that emotional responses, occurring
with less attention than other psychological responses, may
become especially important in explaining how media narratives influence attitudes.
Prior research has shown emotional responses to narratives
to have unique effects on people’s attitudes (Oatley 2002). For
instance, previous research assessing discrete emotions (e.g.,
happiness, hope, anger, and disgust), grounded in appraisal
theory (Fiske and Taylor 1991; Frijda 1986; Lazarus 1991),
suggests emotions are Bbrief, intense mental states that represent evaluative, valenced reactions to external stimuli and are
differentiated by unique underlying sets of cognitive
appraisals^ (Prestin 2013, p. 320). Dillard and Peck (2000)
found emotions have a unique effect on perceived message
effectiveness in the context of young adults’ viewing of public
service announcements. Aligning with this perspective, we
assess the effects of two responses relevant to a media
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narrative depicting a character from a marginalized and stigmatized group: the contrasting emotions of hope and disgust.
The emotion of hope is characterized by a positive, energizing phenomenology (Thomas et al. 2009) and future thinking, such as the belief in the possibility of a favorable outcome
(Lazarus 1999; Snyder 2002). Hope is a known mechanism by
which people cope with struggle (Lazarus 1991), including
discrimination (Kwon and Hugelshofer 2010), and by which
empowerment is fostered among marginalized communities
(Braithwaite 2004; Courville and Piper 2004). However, hope
as a mechanism influencing the attitudes of people who are
not marginalized toward marginalized groups and related policies has not been closely explored. Yet, the same forwardlooking cognitions that help marginalized groups envision a
brighter future may function similarly for others, generating
an overall more progressive outlook. Our study helps address
Thomas et al. (2009) call for research assessing the role of
hope in intergroup relations and social change efforts.
In contrast to the energizing influence of hope, disgust is
characterized by repulsion and irritation (Nabi 2002), often
causing a person experiencing it to turn away from the object
causing disgust (Izard 1977; Lazarus 1991; Tomkins 1963).
Rhetoric provoking disgust has often shaped moral perceptions of certain groups, such as gay people (Herek and Glunt
1993; Hodson and Costello 2007; Nussbaum 2001). Thus, a
story of a youth transitioning from male to female, something
often viewed as controversial (Grossman and D'Augelli
2006), may evoke disgust.
The relevant, contrasting effects of hope and disgust make
these two emotions of special theoretical interest in the context
of transgender storylines. Further, emerging research supports
the assessment of these emotions. Studies have found disgust
to play a key role in shaping attitudes related to sexuality and
gender identity (Inbar et al. 2009; Stuart 2016). In the context
of media narratives, Gillig and Murphy (2016) found disgust
to evoke negative attitudes toward LGBTQ people and issues among heterosexual, cisgender viewers (i.e., those
whose birth sex aligns with their gender identity; not
transgender) exposed to a portrayal of a same-sex relationship. The same study showed hope fostered positive
attitudes, whereas other discrete emotions had no effect
on viewers’ attitudes.

Factors Shaping Transgender Attitudes
Relatively little research has explored the correlates of negative attitudes toward transgender people and effective
strategies for shifting such attitudes. Norton and Herek
(2013) found that negative attitudes toward transgender people are associated with gender (with males holding more negative attitudes); endorsement of a binary conception of gender;
higher levels of authoritarianism, political conservatism, and

anti-egalitarianism, and (for females) religiosity; and with lack
of personal contact with sexual minorities. Whether the factors
influencing people’s attitudes toward transgender people
align, or not, with the factors affecting related policy attitudes
has been underexplored. However, Doan et al. (2014) found
that heterosexual Americans tend to be more supportive of
certain policies affecting same-sex couples than they are of
overt same-sex romantic behavior. It may follow that attitudes
toward marginalized people and related policies are influenced by different psychological processes. Recent research
has demonstrated the power of face-to-face interpersonal contact with transgender people to promote a lasting reduction in
transphobia (i.e., intense dislike or prejudice against transgender people) (Broockman and Kalla 2016; Walch et al. 2012).
Additionally, numerous studies have found contact with lesbian, gay, and bisexual people to improve attitudes toward the
group (see meta-analysis by Pettigrew and Tropp 2006).
To extend research exploring the roles of transportation,
identification, and discrete emotions in narrative persuasion,
we posed six additional hypotheses consistent with the findings of Norton and Herek (2013), which can be clustered into
two sets. First, in the context of the specific Royal Pains’
storyline, we expected viewers’ political ideology to predict
their attitudes toward (Hypothesis 3a) transgender people and
(Hypothesis 3b) transgender policy issues, such that liberalleaning viewers will have more positive attitudes toward
transgender people and policy issues than will conservativeleaning viewers. Second, in the same context, we hypothesized that the relationship between political ideology and attitudes toward (a) transgender people and (b) transgender policies will be mediated by transportation (Hypothesis 4), identification with Anna (Hypothesis 5) and Hank (Hypothesis 6),
hope (Hypothesis 7), and disgust (Hypothesis 8).

Method
Participants
Across the entire sample (including viewers and nonviewers
of the episode with the transgender storyline), the majority
(438, 89.7%) of participants were cisgender women (i.e., their
gender identity aligned with biological sex), and nearly all
participants (456, 93.8%) described themselves as straight/
heterosexual. No respondents identified as transgender. The
majority (411, 84.2%) of respondents were non-Hispanic
White. The second largest group was Hispanic/Latino(a)
(26, 5.3%), followed by Asian (19, 3.9%), Mixed/
Multicultural (19, 3.9%), Black (9, 1.8%), and Other (4,
.8%). Ages ranged from 18 to 81 (M = 43.4, SD = 15.1, mdn= 44). Viewers reported higher levels of educational attainment than nonviewers, t(486) = 2.48, p = .005, d = .34.
However, both viewers (M = 3.79, SD = 1.30) and nonviewers
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(M = 3.38, SD = 1.08) reported an average level of education
between Bsome college^ and Bbachelor’s degree.^ Viewers
reported lower levels of exposure to other transgender narratives than nonviewers, χ2(486) = 8.72, p = .013, Cramer’s
V = .14. There were no significant differences between
viewers and nonviewers in terms of gender, age,
race/ethnicity, sexual orientation, political ideology, religiosity, exposure to transgender news coverage, and exposure to
Caitlyn Jenner coverage.
Procedure
Following the airing of the target episode on June 23, 2015, a
sample of Royal Pains viewers was recruited between June 24
and July 8, 2015. An a priori power analysis was conducted
using the software G*Power. For a fixed effects ANCOVA
analysis with two groups (effect = .20, α = .05, power = .80),
the total sample size needed to record a meaningful effect was
416 (Cohen 1988). Only individuals ages 18-years-old or
older and living in the United States (citizens and noncitizens)
were eligible to participate. Viewers of the target episode were
recruited online through links posted through the show’s social media (Facebook and Twitter), and data were collected on
the web-based survey platform Qualtrics. Participants were
required to correctly answer three multiple-choice screening
questions to ensure they had seen the target episode (i.e., BIn
‘The Prince of Nucleotides,’ what was the name of the patient
Hank treated for blood clots?^; BWhere was Anna located
during the show?^; and BWhat was Anna instructing during
the show?^). A total of 769 viewers accessed the survey, and
391 met the screening criteria and completed the survey.
A parallel sample of Royal Pains’ viewers who had not
seen the target episode (n = 97) was recruited through
Qualtrics Panels (a third-party aggregator of market research
survey panels), for a total sample size of 488. This sample was
stratified to match the demographics of the target episode
viewers, with quotas for age, gender, and ethnicity. To be
eligible, participants were required to have seen at least one
of the two episodes of Royal Pains directly preceding the
transgender storyline. For ease of interpretation, the two samples will be referred to as viewers and nonviewers of the
Royal Pains’ transgender episode, although all participants were Royal Pains viewers. The study underwent
human subjects review by the University of Southern
California’s Institutional Review Board.
Measures
The authors obtained the relevant episode script several weeks
in advance of airing and developed measures based on analysis of the episode’s content. The questionnaires for both
viewers and nonviewers of the episode were identical, with
the exception of the identification, transportation, and emotion

elicitation items, which were excluded from the nonviewer
questionnaire (see Online Supplements A and B).
Attitudes toward Transgender People and Policies
Five items from the Short Transphobia/Genderism scale (Hill
and Willoughby 2005) were used to assess attitudes toward
transgender people; for example, BPeople are either men or
women^ and BA man who dresses as a woman is a pervert^
(viewers’ α = .87; nonviewers’ α = .87). Items were rated
from 1 (strongly disagree) to 10 (strongly agree). The final
item from the original scale, BIt is morally acceptable for a
woman to present herself as a man in public,^ was excluded
due to poor reliability. Item responses were averaged (or
summed) then reversed to create an overall measure of transgender attitudes wherein higher scores indicated more positive
attitudes toward transgender people.
Three items were used to measure agreement with various
policies affecting transgender youth: (a) adolescents should be
granted complete control over their bodies and sexual health;
(b) adolescents should be allowed to transition as early as
possible; and (c) at school, transgender youth should be able
to use the bathrooms that represent their gender identity. (See
Online Supplements A and B for complete items.) All three
items were rated on 10-point Likert scales (the end points
differed depending on the policy question) and loaded on a
single factor (viewers’ α = .80; nonviewers’ α = .78). Item
responses were averaged to create an overall measure of attitudes toward transgender-related policies, with higher scores
representing more positive attitudes.
Identification, Transportation, and Emotional Response
Viewers of the target episode responded to a series of items
gauging transportation into the narrative, identification with
each of the two main characters (Anna and Hank), and discrete
emotions evoked by the story. Transportation into the
storyline was assessed using a 10-item Likert scale from 1
(strongly disagree) to 10 (strongly agree) (α = .82), adapted
from Green and Brock (2000). Example items included BI was
mentally involved in Anna’s story while watching it^ and BI
found my mind wandering while watching.^ The first item
from the original scale was excluded due to poor reliability.
The first seven items from Cohen’s (2001) scale were used to
measure identification and were rated on a scale from 1
(strongly disagree) to 10 (strongly agree). Example items included: BWhile viewing, I felt I could really get inside Anna’s/
Hank’s head^ and BWhile viewing, I felt I understood why
Anna/Hank acted the way she/he did.^ (Anna: α = .93; Hank:
α = .95). To examine the emotional experiences of hope and
disgust elicited by the storyline, participants were asked: BTo
what extent did the transgender storyline about Anna make
you feel each of these emotions?^ The emotions were
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assessed on a scale from 1 (not at all) to 10 (a great deal)
(Murphy et al. 2011).
Exposure to Other Transgender Entertainment Narratives
Exposure to other narrative representations of transgender
people beyond the Royal Pains’ storyline was assessed with
a single item: BHave you seen stories addressing transgender
issues on any of the following shows?^ Both scripted and
reality series were considered to be narrative format for the
purpose of our study. The response options were 12 series that
had recently featured a transgender character or storyline (e.g.,
Transparent, Orange is the New Black, Becoming Us), along
with an open-ended option. Each option selected was assigned
one point to generate a count score (a standard approach for
assessing media exposure; see Rideout et al. 2010). The actual
number of narratives seen ranged from 0 to 7, but only a small
proportion saw more than one transgender depiction. Due to
this non-normal distribution, the narrative exposure variable
was categorized into three levels representing exposure to no
transgender narratives (viewers: 162, 41.4%, nonviewers: 30,
30.9%), one transgender narrative (viewers: 125, 31.9%, nonviewers: 104, 32.0%), or two or more transgender narratives
(viewers: 31, 26.6%, nonviewers: 36, 37.1%).
Covariates
To control for the effects of exposure to transgender people
and issues through non-narrative representations, exposure to
both news coverage of transgender issues and stories about
Caitlyn Jenner were included as covariates. News exposure
was measured by the item: BHave you read or viewed news
stories about transgender people or issues (other than about
Caitlyn Jenner) in any of the following places in the past two
months?^ Responses (TV news, online news, magazines,
newspapers, radio, and other) were summed to create a score
from 0 to 6. Actual scores ranged from 0 to 5. Given the
cultural ubiquity of Jenner’s transition, we included a separate
item measuring degree of exposure to the Jenner story:
BFormer Olympic decathlon gold medalist Bruce Jenner recently transitioned to female and now goes by the name
Caitlyn Jenner. Where have you seen/heard this story?^
Selected response options (TV shows, TV news, online
streaming shows, online news, magazines, radio, newspapers,
other media) were summed to generate scores from 0 to 8.
Gender, sexual orientation, race/ethnicity, age, education
level, political ideology, and religiosity were included as covariates because they have previously been shown to be associated with attitudes toward transgender individuals or related
groups and policies (Herek 1984, 2002; Norton and Herek
2013). Gender was assessed categorically (e.g., cisgender
man, cisgender woman, transgender man, transgender woman). Sexual orientation was assessed categorically (e.g.,

straight/heterosexual, gay, lesbian, bisexual). Race/ethnicity
was assessed as a categorical variable (e.g., Non-Hispanic
White, Latino/a, Black), and participants were able to select
as many categories as applied to them, including Other, which
allowed specification of any race/ethnicity not listed. Age was
reported as a digit, and participants could select from a range
of 0 to 110. Education level (completed) was coded on a
scale from 1 (some high school) to 6 (graduate school).
Political ideology was measured on a scale from 1 (very
conservative) to 10 (very liberal) (see Walter et al. 2016).
Religiosity was assessed on a scale from 1 (not very
religious) to 10 (very religious).

Results
Effects of Entertainment Narratives
To test Hypotheses 1 and 2, two 2 × 3 ANCOVAs were conducted with attitudes toward (a) transgender people and (b)
transgender policy issues as dependent variables. The independent variables were exposure to the episode of Royal
Pains featuring a transgender storyline (no, yes) and degree
of exposure to other transgender entertainment narratives
(none, one, two or more). All variables noted previously
as covariates were included in the analysis. For both
analyses, Levene’s test for equality of variances was
nonsignificant, indicating that the error variance of the
dependent variable was equal across groups. Plots of
residuals for both dependent variables demonstrated normality. Assumptions for conducting analysis of variance
(ANOVA) were met, and such analyses are robust with
respect to unequal sample sizes (Hayes 2013).
Hypothesis 1a and Hypothesis 2a predicted that exposure
to the Royal Pains transgender storyline and other transgender
entertainment narratives, respectively, would be associated
with more positive attitudes toward transgender people. The
effect of viewing the Royal Pains’ storyline was significant,
F(1478) = 24.24, p < .001, ηp2 = .05, such that participants
who saw the episode reported more positive attitudes toward
transgender people (M = 6.50, SD = 2.08) than those who did
not (M = 5.51, SD = 2.49). Likewise, the effect of exposure to
other transgender narratives was significant, F(2478) = 6.73,
p = .001, ηp2 = .03, such that the greater the number of narratives seen, the more positive participants’ attitudes toward
transgender people. Tukey’s HSD post hoc tests were used to
make paired comparisons between the three levels of exposure
to other transgender narratives (none, one, and two or more).
Participants who viewed two or more narratives (M = 7.00
SD = 1.99) had significantly more positive attitudes toward
transgender people than those who saw just one narrative
(M = 6.28, SD = 2.09), p = .008, d = .35, or had no prior
exposure (M = 5.81, SD = 2.30), p < .001, d = .56. There
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was no significant difference between those who had seen one
narrative versus no narratives. The interaction between viewing the Royal Pains transgender story and prior exposure to
transgender narratives was not significant.
To test the effect of exposure to the Royal Pains’ storyline
(Hypothesis 1b) and other narratives (Hypothesis 2b) on attitudes toward transgender policy issues, a second ANCOVA
was conducted. The effect of viewing the Royal Pains’ story
was again significant, F(2478) = 11.20, p = .001, ηp2 = .02,
such that participants who viewed the episode reported more
positive attitudes toward transgender policy issues (M = 5.34,
SD = 2.29) than those who did not (M = 4.68, SD = 2.50). The
effect of exposure to other transgender narratives on policyrelated attitudes was likewise significant, F(2478) = 8.99,
p < .001, ηp2 = .04, such that greater exposure was associated
with greater support for transgender-affirming policy.
Participants who had seen one narrative reported significantly
greater policy support (M = 5.27, SD = 2.23) than those who
had seen none (M = 4.51, SD = 2.47), p = .007, d = .32.
Participants who had seen two or more narratives (M = 6.12,
SD = 1.95) reported significantly greater policy support than
those who saw one, p = .002 and d = .41, or none, p < .001 and
d = .73. The interaction between viewing the Royal Pains
transgender story and prior exposure to transgender narratives
was not significant.
Of the covariates assessed, gender, sexual orientation, political ideology, and religiosity were associated with attitudes
toward both transgender people and policies, with political
ideology accounting for the largest effect. Respondents identifying as female, non-heterosexual, more politically liberal,
and less religious reported more positive attitudes than their
respective counterparts did. News exposure, Jenner exposure,
and education level were not associated with attitudes. Race
and age were associated with viewers’ policy attitudes (but not
their attitudes toward transgender people), such that White
(Non-Hispanic) viewers and younger viewers reported more
positive policy attitudes.
Although the dependent variables met all assumptions for
ANCOVA, the unequal numbers of Royal Pains viewers and
nonviewers presented some concerns. To confirm the results
with equal group sizes, we randomly selected 97 respondents
from the viewer sample and re-ran the ANCOVAs. The overall pattern was the same, although some results were nonsignificant due to insufficient power. (See Online
Supplement C for full results.)
Processes Underlying Response to the Royal Pains
Portrayal
Given the demonstrated impact of the Royal Pains’ storyline
on attitudes, mediation analyses were conducted to examine
the underlying psychological processes. Analyses were conducted with PROCESS, an SPSS macro using Ordinary Least

Squares regression models and bootstrap estimation of 10,000
samples (Hayes 2013). Specifically, two mediation models
were constructed, exploring five potential mediators of the
relationship between political ideology and the two dependent
variables of attitudes toward transgender people and
policy issues. Each of these models included the following mediators: transportation, identification with Anna,
identification with Hank, hope, and disgust. The covariates were gender, sexual orientation, race/ethnicity, age,
education level, and religiosity.
Attitudes toward Transgender People
Our hypotheses predicted that in the context of the transgender
storyline, viewers’ political ideology would influence their
attitudes toward transgender people (Hypothesis 3a) and the
relationship would be mediated by transportation (Hypothesis
4a), identification with Anna (Hypothesis 5a), identification
with Hank (Hypothesis 6a), hope (Hypothesis 7a), and disgust
(Hypothesis 8a). The mediation analysis indicated that political ideology had a significant total effect on attitudes toward
transgender people (Hypothesis 3a), b = .41, SE = .04,
p < .001, 95% CI [.33, .50]. This relationship was mediated
by three variables (b coefficients represent the specific indirect
effect of each mediator): identification with Anna, b = .10,
SE = .04, 95% CI [.03, .19]; hope, b = .08, SE = .03, 95%
CI [.04, .14]; and disgust, b = .04, SE = .02, 95% CI [.02, .08]
(see Fig. 1). More liberal viewers identified more strongly
with Anna, experienced more hope, and less disgust, which
subsequently influenced their attitudes. Transportation did not
mediate the relationship between ideology and attitudes, thus
Hypothesis 4a was not supported. Hypothesis 5a was supported because identification with Anna predicted more positive
attitudes toward transgender people. Hypothesis 6a was not
supported because identification with Hank unexpectedly was
not significantly associated with attitudes toward transgender
people. Hypothesis 7a was supported because hope predicted
more positive attitudes. Disgust was also associated with more
negative attitudes, providing support for Hypothesis 8a.
Overall, the mediation model accounted for 51.6% of the variance in attitudes toward transgender people.
Attitudes toward Transgender Policy Issues
Hypothesis 3b–8b predicted that political ideology would influence attitudes toward transgender policy issues (Hypothesis
3b) and the relationship would be mediated by transportation
(Hypothesis 4b), identification with Anna (Hypothesis 5b),
identification with Hank (Hypothesis 6b), hope (Hypothesis
7b), and disgust (Hypothesis 8b). Political ideology had a
significant total effect on attitudes toward transgender policy
issues, b = .44, SE = .04, p < .001, 95% CI [.36, .53].
Transportation (Hypothesis 3b) was not a significant mediator.
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Fig. 1 Mediation model for the relationship between political ideology and attitudes toward transgender people. Dashed lines represent non-significant
paths. ***p < .001

Three hypothesized mediators were significant: identification
with Anna (Hypothesis 4b), b = .12, SE = .04, p < .001, 95%
CI [.06, .20]; identification with Hank (Hypothesis 5b),
b = −.04, SE = .02, p = .02, 95% CI [−.09, −.01]; and hope
(Hypothesis 6b), b = .10, SE = .03, p < .001, 95% CI [.05, .16]
(see Fig. 2). Disgust (Hypothesis 7b) was not a significant
mediator. Again, more liberal viewers identified more with
both Anna and Hank and experienced more hope.
Identification with Anna and hope were associated with more
positive attitudes toward transgender policies. In contrast,
identification with Hank was associated with more negative
attitudes. Overall, the model accounted for 50.2% of the variance in attitudes toward transgender policy issues.

Post Hoc Analyses
To better understand the influence of political ideology on
viewers’ responses to transgender narratives beyond the
Royal Pains’ episode, we conducted post hoc moderation
analyses using PROCESS with the complete sample of
viewers and nonviewers. The moderating effect of transgender
narrative exposure on the relationship between viewers’ political ideology and their attitudes was assessed. Exposure was
measured as a categorical variable with three levels: no narratives, one narrative, and two or more narratives. Results
showed a significant interaction between political ideology
and narrative exposure (b = .28, SE = .09, p = .002, 95%

Fig. 2 Mediation model for the relationship between political ideology and attitudes toward transgender policies. Dashed lines represent non-significant
paths. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001
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CI = [.10, .46]), such that political ideology had a significantly
weaker influence on attitudes toward transgender people for
viewers who saw two or more narratives (b = −.27, SE = .07,
p < .001, 95% CI = [−.39, −.13]) compared to viewers who
saw one narrative (b = −.54, SE = .06, p < .001, 95%
CI = [−.67, −.42]). The impact of political ideology on attitudes was reduced by approximately one-half for viewers who
saw two or more transgender narratives compared to viewers
who saw one narrative. No significant difference existed between viewers who saw no narratives and one narrative, and
no significant interactions occurred for attitudes toward transgender policies.

Discussion
The present study fills a notable void in empirical research
regarding the impact of media representations of transgender
individuals, particularly in the context of entertainment narratives. Moreover, it is the first known study to explore the
cumulative effects of entertainment narratives featuring transgender characters and storylines. These findings suggest that
the recent mass media visibility of transgender individuals
could have a far-reaching impact, influencing how the viewing public perceives both transgender people and policy issues. Those U.S. respondents who saw a storyline featuring a
transgender adolescent on the TV show Royal Pains had more
positive attitudes toward transgender people and policies compared to Royal Pains’ viewers who did not see this particular
storyline. Similarly, those who saw two or more other
narrative entertainment depictions of transgender individuals in the months before the Royal Pains’ episode
had more supportive attitudes, but neither exposure to
news stories about transgender issues nor the highly
visible Caitlyn Jenner story were associated with attitudes toward transgender people or policy issues.
These findings demonstrate the power of entertainment
narratives to influence attitudes toward transgender people
and policy issues. Moreover, the cumulative effects of exposure to transgender entertainment narratives suggest the potential for the impact of such depictions to accrue. If cumulative effects are possible from different portrayals on a variety
of programs, this has important implications. Although advocacy groups such as GLAAD tend to place an emphasis on
recurring characters as the primary measure of representation,
the results of our study suggest that even single-episode
characters and relatively brief storylines can be influential. Further, although our study assessed the effects of
transgender portrayals, similar effects may occur more
broadly for LGBTQ portrayals.
The present study also elucidates the roles of identification
and discrete emotions in mediating the relationship between
political ideology and attitudes. Consistent with previous

research (Norton and Herek 2013), more liberal viewers
tended to hold more positive attitudes toward transgender people and relevant policy issues; however, this relationship was
mediated by identification with characters and the emotion of
hope, as well as in the case of attitudes toward transgender
people, disgust. Identification with Anna, the transgender
character, was strongest among liberal viewers, and those
who identified strongly with Anna reported more positive attitudes toward transgender people and policies.
Whereas liberals also reported stronger identification with
the doctor, Hank, identification with Hank actually predicted
more negative attitudes toward transgender-related policies.
One possible explanation for this finding is Hank’s position
of authority over Anna in the story. Doctors are typically
viewed as authority figures, and Hank’s character may have
resonated with viewers who favor authoritarianism (i.e., submission to established authorities and social norms)
(Altemeyer 1998) and thus do not favor policies giving agency to transgender adolescents. No demographic variables in
this study were significant predictors of identification with
Hank. Further research is needed to better understand and
articulate the conditions under which identification with a
key character may have unanticipated negative effects,
highlighting that not all ‘prosocial’ narratives have the anticipated impact (Niederdeppe et al. 2011; Slater et al. 2006).
Likewise, the role of emotion in viewers’ responses has
interesting implications. Hope and disgust each played an influential role in mediating viewers’ attitudes toward transgender people. Whereas hope was associated with more supportive attitudes, disgust—not surprisingly—engendered more
negative attitudes. This indicates the potential for narratives
evoking positive emotions like hope to foster change in attitudes toward people from marginalized groups, as well as
policies affecting them. At the same time, our study highlights
possible limitations of negative emotions in influencing
policy-related attitudes because disgust corresponded with
more negative attitudes toward transgender people but not
toward related policies. It is possible that attitudes toward
transgender people are more susceptible to the influence of
negative emotions than are attitudes toward policy issues. In
the context of U.S. efforts to limit the freedoms of transgender
individuals (e.g., Bbathroom bills^), these findings imply that
attempts to evoke negative reactions, like disgust, may engender more negative evaluations of transgender people, but may
not be sufficient to influence policy attitudes. This aligns with
previous research finding policy stances (which may reflect a
variety of considerations) often diverge from personal, private
attitudes toward a group of people affected by the policy
(Doan et al. 2014).
Finally, among both viewers and nonviewers of the Royal
Pains’ storyline, political ideology interacted with exposure to
transgender entertainment narratives in its effect on attitudes
toward transgender people. Specifically, the influence of
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viewers’ political ideology on their attitudes toward transgender people was significantly attenuated for viewers who saw
multiple transgender portrayals. Given political conservatism
has been shown to be associated with more negative attitudes
toward transgender people, these results indicate that smaller
storylines featuring transgender characters in mainstream programming have the potential to improve the attitudes of more
conservative viewers who may not seek out transgender depictions. However, narrative exposure did not have a significant moderating effect on the relationship between viewers’
ideology and attitudes toward transgender-related policies, indicating that such policy attitudes are less subject to change
with accrued media exposure and may be dependent on
broader considerations than simply attitudes toward transgender people.
Our study shows that, consistent with previous research,
narratives exert influence through identification with characters and elicitation of emotions. In fact, in the context of this
specific storyline, the previously established relationship between political ideology and attitudes (Norton and Herek
2013) was largely mediated by these processes. Of note, transportation, which previous research has shown to be a key
predictor of attitudes in the context of narratives (Green and
Brock 2000, 2002; Murphy et al. 2011), was not a significant
mediator of the relationship between political ideology and
attitudes in our study. Liberal viewers were more strongly
transported into the storyline than conservative viewers
were, but transportation was not associated with subsequent
attitudes. Murphy et al. (2011) found that transportation predicted emotional response to a narrative and involvement with
a character. Based on this, it is possible that transportation into
the Royal Pains’ narrative played a role in promoting identification and emotional responses, but it did not have a direct
relationship with attitudes. Strong correlations between transportation and identification and emotion lend support to this
interpretation (see Online Supplement D).
Limitations and Future Research Directions
The present study has a few limitations. First, because participants were Royal Pains’ viewers and not a representative
sample, the generalizability of the results is limited to this
population. However, Royal Pains viewership was relatively
broad, with the show debuting in 2009 as the most-watched
first season show ever for USA Network (TV By the Numbers
2009). A total of 1.33 million viewers watched the transgender
episode, which aired during the popular time slot of 9 pm on
Tuesday (TV By the Numbers 2015). Second, although all
participants had watched at least one of the three most recent
episodes of Royal Pains, they were not randomly assigned to
view the transgender storyline, and therefore the nonviewers
were not a true control group. Every effort was made to recruit
a nonviewer sample that matched the viewers on key

demographic variables and control for those that differed between the samples. The only demographic variable that differed significantly was education level. Additionally, because
Royal Pains does not have a history of addressing transgender
issues (or LGBTQ issues more generally), the transgender
storyline was not advertised in advance, and the storyline
was one of several within this episode, selection bias in relation to the episode should not be a major threat to validity.
Third, although there may be some self-selection bias in
participants’ exposure to other transgender narratives, the options included both transgender-focused programs and singleepisode storylines. More than half of all participants reported
seeing at least one. Additionally, participants were mostly female (89.7%, with 435 women and 50 men; note, three
viewers did not indicate gender). Previous research has indicated that women tend to hold more positive attitudes toward
transgender people (Norton and Herek 2013). However, the
fact that significant relationships were found between
narrative exposure and attitudes, despite the potential
for ceiling effects, lends even greater weight to the findings. Additionally, although statistical power was too low to
quantitatively assess potential gender differences, a post hoc
examination of means indicated the attitudes of men and
women increased to a similar degree as cumulative exposure
increased. Future studies of transgender narratives should seek
to replicate our results with samples including a greater number of male viewers.
The results of our study suggest fruitful directions for continued research. Future research might attempt to identify
what aspects of narratives involving marginalized groups
heighten identification and transportation and what aspects
increase the likelihood of a boomerang effect. The parasocial
contact hypothesis (see Braddock and Horgan 2016; Paluck
2009; Schiappa et al. 2005) suggests that individuals process
mediated portrayals much in the same way they process inperson interactions, developing relationships with characters
that subsequently influence their attitudes. This theory provides a useful lens through which to explore televised portrayals of individuals from marginalized groups, such as transgender individuals. One such interesting line of inquiry would
include exploring potential relationships between subsets of
political ideologies, strength of parasocial relationships, and
attitudes toward marginalized groups. Examination of
storylines and characters with different prominence levels
(e.g., regular/recurring character vs. incidental/background
character) may contribute to a greater understanding of exposure effects. The entertainment value of a narrative may also
play an important role in its efficacy, warranting further exploration into its nuances. Experimental studies that can more
clearly demonstrate causation would be beneficial in building
upon existing cross-sectional research. Lastly, exploring the
unique components and effects of hope and disgust, which
were assessed here based on participants’ own understanding
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of their emotional experience, will improve understanding of
how, when, and why they have significant effects on attitudes.
Practice Implications
The results of our study have broad social, political, and public
health implications. First, our study demonstrates the power of
mass media entertainment to shape viewers’ attitudes toward
people from marginalized groups who they may not encounter
in their everyday lives. By showing that entertainment narratives can have a positive impact on attitudes toward both
transgender people and related policies, our study extends
previous research demonstrating the effectiveness of contact
with transgender people to improve attitudes (Broockman and
Kalla 2016; Walch et al. 2012). Given the broad reach of U.S.
broadcast media, results suggest that repeated exposure to
transgender entertainment narratives have the potential to shift
transgender-related attitudes on a national, or even international, scale. This is particularly likely over time, as viewers
are exposed to a greater number of relevant storylines and
characters, both prominent and minor. The current results regarding attitudes toward transgender policy issues suggest
that the increasing number of entertainment storylines
featuring transgender characters and issues could ultimately influence viewers’ policy-related behavior. This
might include voting, activism, political contributions,
or other activities in support of policies that affirm
transgender people.
Finally, improving attitudes toward transgender people is
an emerging public health priority because transgender individuals experience high rates of abuse and assault (Steinmetz
2015). In the present study, exposure to just one brief storyline
was associated with significantly more supportive attitudes
toward transgender people. This finding provides theoretical
grounding for the development of media interventions facilitating even brief contact between transgender people and individuals who may not encounter them in their everyday lives.
This, coupled with the demonstrated cumulative effects of
such entertainment narratives, suggests that repeated brief
contact may be just as effective as a single contact of longer
duration in the context of changing attitudes toward transgender people and policies.
Conclusions
Our study provides much-needed insight into the influence of
media representations of transgender people and other marginalized groups, as well as the psychological processes underlying narrative persuasion in this context. Furthermore, our
research sheds light on the potential of entertainment narratives depicting marginalized groups and politicized issues to
shape the attitudes of those who might not otherwise seek out
such representations. It is also one of few studies to

empirically explore the role of discrete emotions in media
processes and effects in relation to representations of marginalized groups. These findings complement a growing research
literature documenting the influence of storytelling on
viewers’ knowledge and attitudes on a wide range of topics,
and they illuminate the role of key variables in this process. By
inspiring viewers to identify with members of marginalized
groups and eliciting positive emotions such as hope, such
narratives are truly more than just entertainment. Our research
underscores the potential of brief storylines and nonrecurring
characters to have important effects immediately and over
time. It shows the potential for portrayals of marginalized
people to reduce polarization on political issues—here, issues
related to transgender people, which have become polarizing,
hot-button topics in the United States. Mainstream entertainment narratives have the potential to cut across the echo chambers we construct around ourselves and to ensure that after the
so-called transgender tipping point has passed, American society continues in the direction of social change that helps
improve the lives of young transgender people like the television character Anna.
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