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Abstract
Information, detection and prevention are very important factors in sexually
transmitted diseases such as human papillomavirus, which is linked to
cervical cancer and other cancers (WHO, 2015). This paper aims to
demonstrate empirically whether the use of narrative in new media, such as
Facebook, produces a greater impact on attitudes and intention in sex
education issues, such as human papillomavirus, than the same information
presented in non-narrative. Also, the role of the viewer’s involvement in this
persuasive effect is analysed. A group of young university students was tested
before and after viewing a Facebook profile on HPV in a narrative vs nonnarrative format. The narrative proved to be more effective than the nonnarrative, provoking a more positive attitude towards periodic medical checkups and towards the intention of being tested for HPV. Additionally, narrative
transportation proved to have a direct effect on attitude, while involvement
with both the story and the character play a moderating role on intention. In
conclusion, this paper demonstrates that structured narrative format in
Facebook is an effective tool in the field of health education and prevention of
HPV, which could also play a role in preventing cervical cancer.
Keywords: Effectiveness of Narrative Persuasion on Facebook Change of Attitude
and Intention Towards HPV
Introduction
Human papillomavirus (HPV) is the most common sexually transmitted disease in the
world. As the World Health Organization (WHO, 2015) indicates, most sexually active
women and men will contract the infection at some point in their lives. There are
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many types of HPV and the infection usually goes away without any intervention, but
certain types of HPV can persist and cause cancer. This is important because more
than 70% of cervical cancers contain human papillomavirus (Types 16 and 18). In
2012, the World Health Organization estimated that about 500,000 women are
infected every year and that this cancer resulted in 270,000 deaths. The use of
preventive measures (i.e. condom) is recommended for prevention, although it is only
effective in 60-70% of the cases, since the virus can be transmitted by contact of
genital areas that are not covered. In recent years, certain groups have reported
alleged cases of side effects of the vaccine. Today, a continuous social debate has led
countries like the US and Japan to withdraw the vaccine from immunization
schedules, while in other countries as Mexico the government has launched public
awareness campaigns targeting parents to vaccinate their children. This situation is
reflected on the Internet in the form of comments, testimonies and various antivaccination movements.
A very important aspect of sexually transmitted diseases is awareness of the existence
of the disease, its transmission and methods of prevention. The study by Stephens
and Tomas (2014) evidences that most of the young women reported knowing about
the vaccine knew little about the disease itself. Evers et al. (2013), in their research of
the social network as a tool for sex education among young people, found that most
people seek information after being infected and that there is a great misinformation
around the disease, thereby causing prejudice and stigmatization (Evers, Albury,
Byron and Crawford, 2013).
For all these reasons, it is essential to utilize effective strategies for the promotion of
sexual health, while providing relevant information on HPV presented in an attractive
way and using all available tools to help the public to understand, normalize and
prevent future HPV-related cancers.
The Power of Narrative and Communication for Health
Throughout history, mankind has used different narratives to share information,
change beliefs and inspire behaviours (Green and Brock, 2005). Through them,
people experience emotional reactions similar to those experienced in everyday life
in first person (Tan, 1996). Narratives have a great persuasive potential by involving
the viewer in a story while offering information and behavioural patterns that an
individual acquires vicariously or through modelling (Hackett and Lent, 1992;
Bandura, 1995). According to Cognitive Social Theory (Bandura and Walters, 1977),
the individual also learns by observing models, acquiring knowledge and skills
without having to depend only on expensive direct experience. By observing a subject
being rewarded for his behaviour the observers’ behaviour is also reinforced;
therefore, through observation of the models represented in a narrative, knowledge,
values, cognitive abilities and new styles of behaviour are transmitted (Bandura,
2004; Schunk and Zimmerman, 1997). Narrative persuasion researches have shown
that a message can be more persuasive if presented in narrative form rather than
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explicitly announced (Slater and Rouner, 2002; Moyer-Gusé and Nabi, 2010; Oliver,
Dillard, Bae and Tamul, 2012). The narrative, in addition to a structure, presents
information about scenes, characters or unresolved conflicts and offers resolutions
that serve as models (Bandura, 2004; Hackett and Lent, 1992). These researches
show the effectiveness of storytelling for the transmission of knowledge, the
acquisition of new values and the change of behaviour (Murphy, Frank, Moran and
Patnoe, 2011; Niederdeppe, Shapiro and Porticella, 2011).
In the present research, we analyse the persuasive effectiveness of a narrative format
versus a non-narrative format on a Facebook profile related to HPV content.
In order to study this persuasive effect, an experimental study has been carried out,
presenting the same information but in two different ways: one Facebook profile
containing information presented in a narrative format (by introducing a personal
story of a patient who suffers HPV), and another identical version but in a nonnarrative format.
Involvement of the viewer
According to the Extended Elaboration Probability Model (E-ELM) proposed by Slater
and Rouner (2002), the persuasive capacity of the narrative is related to its ability to
engage or involve the viewer. Green and Brock (2000) believe that someone who is
involved will not reflect deeply on the implicit arguments, thereby facilitating the
persuasive impact. Therefore, the degree which viewers are emotionally involved to,
with a story and its characters, has an impact on the processing and effects of the
message (Moyer-Gusé, Chung and Jain, 2011; Tal-Or and Cohen, 2010). Implication
in narrative, reflects pre-existing beliefs, attitudes, and values, and makes us care
about a topic and process the message more intensely (Sherif, Sherif and Nebergall,
1965). It is also defined as the degree of concern for the story and its characters, the
way in which it develops and what it means (Slater and Rouner, 2002). When people
are "involved," they focus on the message and react emotionally, pay attention to it,
get caught up in the action and identify with the character (Bryant and Comisky,
1978). Other research has examined the involvement of the audience as parasocial
interaction (PSI), a perceived friendship between a member of the audience and the
character (Horton and Wohl, 1956). So, we can define the involvement of the viewer
as an affective, cognitive and behavioural participation produced during the exposure
to a message (Rubin and Perse, 1987).
1.2.1. Implication with the story
Narrative transportation, or transportation, also defined as commitment, immersion
or absorption by a narrative (Bandura, 2004; Gerrig, 1993; Slater and Rouner, 2002),
refers to the interest by which the spectators follow the events presented in the story
(Green and Block, 2000). When transportation occurs, acceptance of the message
increases without thorough reflection.
Related to its persuasive effects,
transportation increases the perception of realism (Green, Brock and Kaufman,
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2004), helps with character identification (Green, 2006) and modulates factors such
as perceived self-efficacy and feelings of vulnerability (Moyer-Gusé and Lather, 2011;
Murphy, Frank, Chatterjee and Baezconde-Garbanati, 2013).
1.2.2. Involvement with the character
Involvement with the character increases attention span, serves as a mental rehearsal
and models behaviour (Sharf, Freimuth, Greenspon, and Plotnick, 1996; Sood, 2002).
Some authors define it as the spectator assuming the role of a character and
substituting their identity as an audience member with that of the character (Cohen,
2001). Staler and Rouner (2002) define it as the process by which an individual
perceives the character’s similarities to him, or considers the character as someone
to have a social relationship with. For our research, we refer to the work made by
Moyer-Gusé (Moyer-Gusé 2008; Moyer-Gusé et al., 2011) that considers
identification, wishful identification, perceived similarity, parasocial interaction and
liking as essential components of the viewer’s involvement with a character.
Identification with the character: the spectator experiences what happens to the
character by vicariously participating in events in the narrative and replacing his own
personal identity with the character’s (Cohen, 2001, 2006). The character becomes a
model that allows the viewer to imagine himself in the same situation (Bandura,
1986), which increases the likelihood that the viewer will accept the beliefs and
attitudes implied in the narrative (Tal-Or and Cohen, 2010; Murphy et al., 2013;
Moyer-Gusé, 2008; Graaf, Hoeken, Sanders and Beentjes, 2012). Works such as
Suruchi Sood (2002) on the consumption of a radio series called Tinka Tinka Sunk,
which deals with issues such as the situation of women in India, dowry, family and
community, show that when the audience identifies with the characters and the story,
they are involved and evaluate the series in terms of their own lives, provoking
reflection on the themes and changes in behaviour.
Wishful identification: the viewer admires the character and wants to be or act like
him (Giles, 2002; Hoffner and Buchanan, 2005). Researches have shown that
audience members change their appearance, attitudes, values and behaviour to
resemble celebrities they admire (Boone and Lomore, 2001; Basil, 1996). Cognitive
Social Theory states that viewers want to emulate attractive and successful models
(Bandura, 1986). Hoffner and Buchanan (2005), in their research on the wishful
identification, found that attributes such as intelligence, success, attractiveness,
respect and popularity play an important role in the formation of impressions, finding
that both men and women feel a greater identification of wishful towards characters
perceived as successful and admired by others.
Perceived similarity: It is a cognitive evaluation of what one has in common with the
character (Cohen, 2001). This degree of similarity can occur in relation to physical
attributes, demographic variables, situations or personality traits (Eyal and Rubin,
2003; Turner, 1993). Similarity enhances the likelihood of a model being imitated
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(Bandura, 2004; Hoffner and Buchanan, 2005) and its values and beliefs will be taken
into account (Moyer-Gusé, 2008).
Parasocial Interaction (PSI): It was initially described as the apparent "face-to-face"
relationship between the spectator and the interpreter during a media situation
(Horton and Wohl, 1956), although later researches use it to refer to an affective bond
which persists outside the context of media use (Giles, 2002). This interaction has
similar characteristics to a traditional interpersonal relationship, with the exception
of reciprocity, which makes the viewers to perceive a character as part of their social
life and affects their emotions and behaviours (Hoffner and Tian, 2010; Rubin, Perse
and Powell, 1985). In two studies about PSI and its relationship to loneliness or grief
in a forced break between the spectator and a character due to a writers’ strike, or the
disappearance of the character, it has been verified that these breaks can be compared
with those in real-life relationships (Eyal and Cohen, 2006; Moyer-Gusé and Lather,
2011). PSI has also been shown to influence engagement and identification with the
characters (Nabi and Kremar, 2004), which facilitates the acceptance of stigmatized
groups through parasocial contact (Schiappa, Gregg, and Hewes, 2005) and increases
satisfaction with the media (Hartmann and Goldhoorn, 2011).
Liking: It refers to a positive evaluation of the character and reflects an affective,
cognitive and behavioural reaction (Cohen, 2001; Giles, 2002; Hoffner and Cantor,
1991, Nabi and Kremar, 2004). Although, as Eagly and Chaiken (1993) indicate, this
assessment can also be negative, manifesting as disapproval or rejection. Usually, we
are attracted to admirable or socially successful characters, and by those we share
values, experiences or attitudes with (Bandura, 2001). We like characters whose
actions and motivations we judge as appropriate (Hoffner and Cantor, 1991),
although if we like a character we are able to provide a moral justification for their
inappropriateness (Krakowiak and Tsay-Vogel, 2013). Researches show that liking
makes the viewpoints, attitudes and actions of the characters better valued and taken
into account (Hoffner and Tian, 2010; Moyer-Gusé et al., 2011).
Narrative in digital media
The development of the Internet has led to the emergence of diverse platforms that
enhance the participation and interaction of users, such as social networks. These are
virtual communities that provide information, connect people and present new ways
of communication and expression (Salamanca, 2004). Studies on mediation and
narrative in social networks show that they are new foundations on which to build or
show stories (De Fina and Georgakopoulou, 2015; Shlezak, 2015; Jong, 2015). These
new forms of narrative or storytelling are being analysed by communication
researchers for the promotion of healthier behaviours in relation to gender, sexual
health and weight control (Russo and Illanes, 2013; Merchant et al., 2014; Gold et al.,
2012). These stories work through words, images and sounds, regardless of the
interface (Barhtes, 1991; Page, 2010) and are tools for spreading knowledge, culture
and points of view (Tolisano, 2009). They appeal to emotions, persuade and change
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opinion (Salmon, 2008). They also serve to transmit knowledge and experiences and
help people to relate with each other.
Due to its popularity, its ability to distribute different strategies and its ability to adapt
content, Facebook has a great potential for promoting health-related behavioural
changes (Merchant et al., 2014; Ballantine and Stephenson, 2011; Valle, Tate, Mayer,
Allicock and Cai, 2013; Langley, Wijn, Epskamp and Van Bork, 2015). Through these
stories on Facebook we can connect with other people and connect these people with
our own experiences. Research (Gold et al. 2012) has shown the persuasive effect of
narrative on Facebook for the promotion of sex education by presenting information
through characters that take shape in a Facebook profile. These narratives can result
in acquired knowledge, personal reflection and shared patterns of behaviour and
beliefs (Salmon, 2008).
Method
Objectives, Hypotheses and Research Questions
The objective of this study was to analyse if the exposure to a narrative about HPV on
a Facebook profile provokes a greater effect than an identical profile presented in a
non-narrative format.
We analysed the effect to this exposure by measuring the change in attitude towards
medical check-ups as well as the intention of being tested for HPV.
The roles of the following variables were also investigated: 1) involvement of the
spectator with the narrative (transportation), 2) identification, 3) similarity 4)
wishful identification 5) PSI and 6) liking.
The following hypotheses and research questions (RQ) were proposed:
HP1: Exposure to HPV narrative content on a Facebook profile will cause greater effects
on the attitude towards the importance of periodical medical check-ups than a nonnarrative profile.
HP2: Exposure to HPV narrative content on a Facebook profile will cause greater effects
on the intent to get tested for HPV than a non-narrative profile.
RQ1: What is the Role of Transportation, Identification, Similarity, Wishful
identification, PSI and Liking in Attitude Toward Periodical Medical Check-ups?
RQ2: What is the Role of Transportation, Identification, Similarity, Wishful
identification, PSI, and Liking in intention toward HPV testing?
Procedures and Sample
One hundred and fourteen student volunteers from Complutense University of
Madrid: 18 to 23 years old ( = 19.18, SD = 1.46), 75% female and 25% male.
An inter-subject one-factor design was used. The independent variable was defined
as "format type", presenting two levels: narrative format (through the experience of
a “real person”) versus non-narrative (presented in an institutional style).
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In the narrative format, information was presented through videos and stories
narrated by a female university student very similar to the participants, whereas in
the non-narrative format it was presented in videos or images without real people. In
both cases it was verified that the information was identical in content1.
The sample was randomly divided into two groups: one was assigned to be presented
with the content in a narrative format and the other one (control group) in a nonnarrative manner. The control group (non-narrative format) was informed that it was
written by an institutional Facebook administer, while the experimental group
(narrative format) was told that it was written by a young girl.
Both groups were exposed to a standardized browsing projection of the Facebook
profiles by one of our research members. Each group observed their assigned profile
for ten minutes and under identical conditions (e.g. number of clicks, browsing
pathways, time spent on each post).
Prior to exposure, participants completed a pre-test questionnaire about their
knowledge of HPV, their attitude towards screening and behaviour towards HPV
testing. After viewing the Facebook profile, the subjects completed a post-test
questionnaire collecting their reactions to the profile, knowledge, attitude and
intention related to HPV testing.
All the subjects were thoroughly debriefed at the end of the session.
Stimulus
Two Facebook profiles were created offering the same information about HPV: its
relationship to cervical cancer, general information about medical check-ups and
prevention, and beliefs or prejudices related to talking about HPV or having HPV.
Both profiles consisted of the same number and types of publications (videos, images,
links to specialized sources and informative posters). In the narrative profile, the
story of a real person was presented: a girl who has been recently diagnosed with HPV
and is waiting for the test results to find out the type she has. She posts to her profile,
telling her story with publications and videos explaining what HPV is and providing
information about testing, prevention and diagnosis. She talks about her
conversations with her family, friends and partner about prejudices, the importance
of the vaccination and what to do if you have been diagnosed with it. The nonnarrative format profile is portrayed on a formal-institutional tone, providing the
same number of videos and the same publications, with more impersonal language in
all posts. In order to accomplish this, new videos were created to replace those
presented by the aforementioned female character in the narrative profile but
containing the same information and lasting the same amount of time.
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Measures
Attitude
We used a 7-point Likert scale adapted from others (Murphy et al., 2011). The
questions measure young people's perception of the importance of routine medical
check-ups, having HPV support, feelings of embarrassment or shame about having
HPV, and asking their partner to get tested. Example of items presented included: "It
is important for me to have periodic HPV screenings". It was evaluated in both the pretest (Cronbach's alpha= .67) and the post-test (Cronbach's alpha = .78).
Intention
Pre- and post-test were evaluated using a 7-point Likert scale adapted from others
(Murphy et al., 2011; Moyer-Gusé et al., 2011) and measured behaviours as talking
about HPV or HPV testing with items such as: "Currently, I'm likely to get tested for
HPV". (Cronbach's alpha pre-test= .80; Cronbach's alpha post-test= .72)
Transportation
Post-test was measured using an adaptation of the Green and Brock scale (2000),
from which 6 items were used on a 7-point Likert scale. The statements were adapted
according to the type of profile. Some examples of the items used include: "I was
mentally involved in the story" (narrative format)/ "I was mentally involved in the
information" (non-narrative format). (Cronbach's alpha= .84)
Identification
Six items from the identification scale proposed by Cohen (2001) on a 5-point Likert
scale were used. Examples: "I could understand the events of the program similarly to
how Maria understood them" (narrative)/ "I could understand the events of the
program similarly to how the institution understood them." (non-narrative).
(Cronbach's alpha= .78)
Wishful identification
Four items from the Hoffner and Buchanan (2005) adaptation of Hoffner's (1996)
wishful identification scale were used, also on a 5-point Likert scale. Example: "María
is the type of person I would like to be" (narrative); "The institution represents the kind
of person I would like to be" (non-narrative). (Cronbach’s alpha= .89)
Similarity.
Seven items from the similarity scale of McCroskey, Richmond and Daly (1975) were
used, on a 7-point Likert scale. Example: "María thinks like I do" (narrative); "The
position of the institution is the same as I think" (non-narrative). (Cronbach Alpha=
.81)
Parasocial interaction (PSI).
An adaptation of the PSI scale of Rubin and Perse (1987) and its adaptation by Sood
(2002) was used. It consisted of 6 items on a 5-point Likert scale. Example: "When
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María shows how she feels about something, she helps me to form my own opinion on
that subject" (narrative); "When the institution shows something, it helps me to form
my own opinion on that subject" (non-narrative). (Cronbach's alpha = .75)
Liking
We used a 5-point Likert scale adapted from other researches (Zillmann and Bryant,
1975; Krakowiak and Tsay-Vogel, 2013; Hoffner and Buchanan, 2005), with a total of
6 items such as: "Maria seems attractive" (narrative)/ "The institution seems
attractive." (non-narrative). (Cronbach Alpha = .80)
Analysis and results
Effects of narrative type on attitude and behaviour
Hypothesis 1 was confirmed: exposure to a narrative format causes greater effects
on the attitude towards the importance of routine medical check-ups than exposure
to a non-narrative profile. The Wilcoxon test showed that the attitude towards the
importance of HPV check-ups in the narrative profile significantly increased between
the assessments made before ( = 3.90) and after ( = 5.36) the exposure to the
stimulus (p <0.05), while in the non-narrative profile this change was lower (from
= 4.07 to = 4.78).
Hypothesis 2 was also confirmed: exposure to a narrative format causes greater
effects on the intention to get tested for HPV than a non-narrative profile. The
Wilcoxon test showed that intention increased from 3.60 to 5.02 (p <0.05). In the nonnarrative profile the change was also lower (from = 3.13 to = 4.01).
The role of transportation, identification, similarity, wishful identification, PSI and
liking
The research questions proposed in our study investigate the impact of 1)
transportation, (2) identification, (3) similarity, (4) Wishful identification, (5) PSI and
(6) liking on attitude towards medical check-ups. The role these variables may play
on the intention to get tested for HPV was also analysed.
An analysis of bivariate correlations for each of the variables was performed.
The data in table 1 shows a significant positive correlation (p <.05) between
transportation and attitude towards check-ups (r = 0.330; p = .033). The variable
identification shows a significant but less dramatic relationship (r = 0.252, p = .10).
On Table 2, effects of these variables (Transportation, Identification, Similarity,
Wishful identification, PSI and Liking) on intention of being tested show a significant
correlation of transportation, identification and PSI.
Discussion
The importance of the narrative format
The way in which narrative influences in attitude and behaviour of viewers have been
analysed by many researchers; however, most of the works have been based on
traditional media: television, film and radio (Moyer-Gusé, 2008; Sood, 2002). The aim
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of this study was to examine the efficacy of narrative in new media, such as social
networks. It also aimed to investigate the effect of narrative vs. non-narrative
information on a Facebook profile. Additionally, the role of the viewer’s involvement
with the story and with the character was analysed.
Our study revealed the greater effectiveness of using a narrative format in these new
digital platforms.
Although both profiles provoked an increase in levels of attitude and intention,
participants who received the information in a narrative format showed a
significantly greater change, both in their attitude towards routine medical check-ups
and in their intention to get tested for HPV. These data relate to other studies where
narrative vs. non-narrative format has demonstrated to persuade more effectively in
conventional media (Murphy et al., 2013; Niederdeppe et al., 2011; Oliver et al., 2012;
Moyer-Gusé and Nabi, 2010).
The consequences of our results are very relevant, since they seem to indicate the
importance of creating narrative format in social media. For example, these types of
Facebook profiles could be created by official institutions. It is a question of allowing
digital media users themselves to generate processes of mutual persuasion. These
procedures imply empowering certain individuals to act as social mediators in health
promotion programs. Moreover, this proposal aligns well with current social
movements of citizen´s shared responsibilities in their health care.
Understanding the power of narrative
Researches in the field of narrative persuasion attempts to determine a theoretical
framework for understanding the intrinsic mechanisms of the power of narrative
(Tal-Or and Cohen, 2010; Green, Strange and Brock, 2002; Dahlstrom, 2012). The
results of our study confirm that transportation and identification are related to
attitude change towards medical check-ups, on a social media platform such as
Facebook.
Our data also confirm that it is necessary to produce transportation and identification
to provoke behavioural changes, but it is also necessary to establish PSI. In other
words, in order for the intention to change, the PSI variable acquires special
relevance.
Future researches should explore this result, but a reasonable explanation might be
as follows: PSI is conceptually very closely related to behavioural execution, as is
defined as the imaginary interaction with the character. This symbolic interaction
would mobilize the intention to change behaviour.
If this hypothesis is verified, the practical consequences are very relevant. They
would indicate the importance of using narratives and models that favour PSI. As we
have seen, this situation will only occur if is possible to provoke transportation and
identification with a character. In this sense, it would be necessary to get the active
participation of the young people in the health promotion campaigns. It is a question
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of empowering people themselves to control their own health, in line with recent
proposals for social co-responsibility and health.
Study limitations and future research directions
This paper presents some limitations to be considered in future researches. In the
first place, it would be advisable to use a larger and more diversified sample in order
to obtain broader conclusions about the new digital narrative and their effect of HPV
prevention campaigns. Secondly, because of the nature of Facebook, it would be
useful to stimulate the subjects over a longer period of time to analyse the effects of
long term exposition. It would have also been interesting to conduct an analysis of
users' behaviour towards HPV testing or check-ups after a period of time, which
would show if that change in behavioural intent becomes a real behavioural change.
Finally, the importance of the PSI variable should be analysed in depth and test if the
advanced hypothesis in this study is confirmed.
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Footnotes
Examples of the same video for the two different Facebook profiles:
https://drive.google.com/open?id=0B7JvnBraOKcYdElUT2l2M2lTQ0k (narrative
format) https://drive.google.com/open?id=0B7JvnBraOKcYNGRaVEJVUjRYUkk
(non-narrative format)
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1Tables
Table 1. Spearman correlations between the six variables analyzed and the attitude
toward check-ups
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
1. Attitude
.330**
2.
Transportatio
n
.252* .672***
Rho de
3.
Spearman
Identification
4. Similarity -.046 .400*** .387**
5. Wishful
.232 .334** .472*** .413***
.169 .386** .509*** .540*** .654***
6. PSI
7. Liking
.073
.281 .320** .337** .459*** .585***
* Significant correlation at the level .10 (bilateral)
** Significant correlation at the level .05 (bilateral)
*** Significant correlation at the level .001 (bilateral)

-

Table 2. Spearman correlations between the seven variables analysed and the intention
of being tested for HPV
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
1. Intention
.324**
2.
Transportatio
n
.368** .774***
Rho de
3.
Spearman
Identification
4. Similarity .211 .614*** .533***
.300 .336** .471*** .462***
5. Wishful
6. PSI
.397*** .511*** .583*** .599*** .623***
7. Liking
.248 .366** .402*** .430*** .480*** .589***
* Significant correlation at the level .10 (bilateral)
** Significant correlation at the level .05 (bilateral)
*** Significant correlation at the level .001 (bilateral)

1

V Duka, Historia e Shqipërisë 1912- 2000, Kristalina-KH, Tiranë, 2008, p. 370.
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