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Judith E. Rosenbaum

Spoilers and the Narrative Experience: Lessons From Over a Decade of 
Empirical Research 

Nobody likes a spoiler. Or do they? Spoilers, “premature and undesired infor­
mation about how a narrative’s arc will conclude” (Johnson and Rosenbaum, 
“Spoiler Alert” 1069), are often seen in a negative light. However, considering 
the ubiquity of promotional materials as well as people’s familiarity with 
genre conventions—one only needs to watch a few romantic comedies to 
know how they turn out—one can argue most people are never truly spoil­
er-free (Hassoun; Livingstone). In fact, many media users actively seek out 
spoilers and in some cases use them to decide whether a show is worth 
watching (Gray and Mittell; Perks and McElrath). Nevertheless, the notion 
that spoilers are “bad” prevails (e.g., Mecklenburg).

These conflicting ideas about spoilers point to a need for research into 
how spoilers impact people’s narrative experiences, i.e., what people think and 
feel about a story. Although spoilers are likely as old as stories themselves, 
empirical research into how spoilers affect enjoyment and related variables is 
only about fourteen years old. Since 2011, media psychology research has used 
experiments and surveys to examine the relationship between spoilers and 
enjoyment. Lay beliefs about the negative effects of spoilers notwithstanding, 
so far findings seem to indicate that spoilers have little to do with people’s 
narrative experience, affecting their enjoyment only some of the time and 
under certain circumstances.

In the remainder of this chapter, I will unpack these findings by providing 
an overview of this first decade and a half of spoiler research.1 I will start by 
conceptualizing enjoyment and then discussing foundational research into the 
relationship between spoilers and enjoyment. Next, I will dive into research 
that addressed a variety of factors that could influence that relationship, such 
as the nature of the spoiler and people’s involvement with a narrative. Finally, 
I will present some of the challenges faced by current investigations and 
discuss opportunities for future research

1 While no overview is ever complete, every attempt was made to include articles that ap­
proached spoilers from a media-psychological perspective (i.e., using quantitative methods 
and media-psychological theories). Articles were located through database searches as well as 
backward and forward cited-reference searches.
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Enjoyment, Spoilers, and the Narrative Experience

What makes people like any kind of narrative, especially those where their 
favorite characters may face distress, fear, and loss? Excitation transfer theory 
(Zillmann et al.) explains that watching scary or suspenseful content creates 
negative physical arousal. This unpleasant arousal is significantly reduced 
with the resolution of the narrative suspense. This reduction is perceived as 
pleasant, a feeling that people then (mis)attribute to their enjoyment of the 
ending of the narrative. Shows that present more threat and greater suspense 
thus lead to greater enjoyment through higher levels of negative arousal.

Media users’ relationships with the characters in a narrative matter too: 
affective disposition theory (ADT) argues that media users enjoy narratives 
because of the emotional connections they forge with characters in the story. 
Enjoyment comes from liked characters facing happy or positive endings, and 
disliked characters seeing a negative outcome (Raney, “Psychology”; “Role of 
Morality”).

Another driver of the nature of the narrative experience is the ease with 
which media users are able to construct mental models. To make sense of a 
narrative, media users construct models that capture their understanding of 
the story. These models incorporate people’s knowledge of the story, their 
understanding of the story’s genre, and real-world knowledge that informs 
how they make sense of the narrative (Busselle and Bilandzic). Constructing 
a mental model means placing oneself in the story to the point that the world 
of the story becomes more ‘real’ than the actual world, and the reader is 
fully engaged with the story. Full engagement with the story, and thus with 
the construction of a model of this story, leads to higher enjoyment of the 
narrative.

Enjoyment is situated at the center of the debate about spoilers. The main 
concern with spoilers is, after all, whether they might ruin one’s enjoyment 
of a movie, show, or book. Oliver and Bartsch argue that enjoyment is made 
up of two dimensions: appreciation and enjoyment. Appreciation refers to a 
eudaemonic experience, i.e., one focused on growth and personal reflection. 
Media experiences that are seen as moving and thought-provoking and that 
leave a lasting impression (e.g., Schindler’s List [US 1993, Director: Steven 
Spielberg] or Hotel Rwanda [US/UK/ZA/IT 2004, Director: Terry George) 
are forms of appreciation. Conversely, enjoyment refers to the hedonistic 
experience that is more commonly associated with entertainment: a narrative 
experience that is best described as suspenseful and fun (e.g., a romantic 
comedy or a horror movie).
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Transportation, or the ability to lose oneself in a story, is seen as a central 
element of a positive narrative experience as well. Transportation allows me­
dia users to leave “one’s reality behind” (Green et al. 315) and focus solely on 
the act of constructing mental models that capture the narrative (Busselle and 
Bilandzic). Transportation is made up of a cognitive (“I was mentally involved 
in the narrative”), affective (“the narrative affected me emotionally”), and 
imagery-based (“I could picture the events in the story”) dimension (Green 
and Brock, 704).

Examining the Basics: Do Spoilers Spoil?

With the exception of a few sporadic studies that examined spoilers (e.g., 
Gray and Mittell), empirical research into whether spoilers impact people’s 
enjoyment did not start until about a decade and a half ago. In 2011, Leavitt 
and Christenfeld published the first empirical study on the subject (“Story 
Spoilers”). They conducted an experiment among college students who read 
either a spoiled or an unspoiled version of a classic literary story. Using a 
ten-point scale that asked participants how much they enjoyed the story, 
Leavitt and Christenfeld were able to determine that there was no difference 
in enjoyment between the spoiled and the unspoiled version of the same 
story. This finding was deemed groundbreaking; it countered Zillmann et al.’s 
excitation transfer theory by positing that enjoyment does not hinge on the 
resolution of suspense, as people who knew how the story turned out reported 
similar levels of suspense as those who did not.

However, these counter-intuitive findings were put to question when the 
first study to replicate this experiment, a project run by Benjamin Johnson 
and myself, produced contradictory results (Johnson and Rosenbaum, “Spoil­
er Alert”2). Our experiment also relied on literary short stories but made a 
few, significant changes. First, we replaced Leavitt and Christenfeld’s single-
item measure of enjoyment with the twelve-item, two-dimensional measure 
of enjoyment developed by Oliver and Bartsch. Single-item measures often 
do not produce reliable and valid measures of people’s experiences (e.g., Dia­
mantopoulos et al.), and merely asking about “enjoyment” does not capture 
the breadth of possible narrative experiences. Second, we included transporta­
tion as a part of the narrative experience that might be influenced by spoilers, 

2 This paper was first presented at the 2013 IAMCR conference in Dublin, Ireland, using data 
collected in 2012.
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arguing that transportation, or one’s ability to lose oneself in a story, is part 
of enjoyment, too. And finally, we examined whether people would select a 
spoiled over an unspoiled story.

The findings from this second study showed that, first of all, unspoiled 
stories were—in line with excitation transfer theory as well as affective dispo­
sition theory—enjoyed more than spoiled stories. Unspoiled stories were seen 
as more moving and thought-provoking as well as more fun and suspenseful. 
In addition, people exposed to unspoiled stories displayed more cognitive 
transportation than those reading spoiled stories. Interestingly, and counter 
to the lay belief that all spoilers are bad, we did not find any difference in 
story preference when the preview for a story was spoiled versus when it was 
unspoiled.

Explaining differential effects of spoilers

After these two initial publications, it was obvious that spoilers are not un­
equivocally good or bad; more research was needed to determine under what 
conditions spoilers might affect enjoyment. Follow-up studies thus examined 
several factors that were assumed to play a role in the relationship between 
enjoyment and spoilers: processing fluency, personality traits, and construal 
level.

Processing fluency, or the ease with which someone can make sense of 
a story (Reber et al.), was the first factor scholars considered as playing a 
role in how spoilers might impact enjoyment. Spoilers, by providing informa­
tion about the narrative, should increase processing fluency, and because of 
that, enhance enjoyment. Results from studies that examined this, however, 
produced contradictory results.

In a follow-up to their first study, Leavitt and Christenfeld (“Fluency”) 
showed that spoiled stories were both easier to follow and more enjoyable. 
Interestingly, they also found that the complexity of the stories played a role 
here; if stories were easy to understand, a more complicated spoiler did not 
enhance enjoyment by increasing fluency, but a simple spoiler did. A few 
years later, Levine et al. examined how the placement of spoilers in short 
stories influenced enjoyment and transportation and included processing 
fluency as a factor in this study (which will be discussed in more detail 
below). Assessing fluency in terms of reading time, they found that reading 
time was not impacted by spoilers, and that people who took longer to read, 
purportedly showing less fluency, reported higher enjoyment.
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Studies that examined the relationship between processing fluency and 
spoilers using TV and movie clips produced equally contradictory findings. 
In a follow-up study using TV and movie clips, Benjamin Johnson and I did 
not find processing fluency to interact with spoilers to impact enjoyment or 
transportation (Johnson and Rosenbaum, “Don’t Tell,” study 1). Yet, in a study 
wherein we focused on fans’ experiences with and appreciation for season 
5 of Game of Thrones (US 2011–2019, Creator: David Benioff and D. B. 
Weiss), we found that processing fluency of the show’s episodes was positively 
influenced by exposure to book-consistent spoilers, and negatively by spoilers 
that were discrepant with the original book (Johnson and Rosenbaum, “Don’t 
Tell,” study 3). Conversely, an experiment carried out a few years later—where 
we used clips from horror movies to examine the impact of major and minor 
spoilers—found that major spoilers (i.e., those that revealed major events in 
the storyline) produced more fluency than minor spoilers, but that this did 
not lead to more enjoyment or transportation (Johnson et al.). At the same 
time, a recent study I was involved with that examined the impact of spoilers 
on unexpected endings found that, under some circumstances, spoilers can 
enhance processing fluency (Ellithorpe et al.). It thus appears that while 
processing fluency plays a role in how spoilers impact narrative experience, 
this influence is highly circumstantial.

Individual differences play a role in how people make sense of a story (e.g., 
Hall and Bracken; Krcmar and Kean), so it follows that they may impact the 
relationship between spoilers and enjoyment, too. Spoiler research has con­
sidered several of these differences. One is people’s Need for Cognition (NfC). 
NfC centers on how much people enjoy thinking (Cacioppo and Petty), and 
how actively they engage with and search for information (Verplanken et al.). 
Johnson and I were the first to examine the role NfC played in the impact 
of spoilers on enjoyment. In this follow-up to our original spoiler study, we 
used an experiment that again relied on literary short stories and found that 
people with a low NfC, i.e., those who do not enjoy thinking deeply, preferred 
spoiled stories (possibly because they believed it would help them make better 
sense of the narrative) but did not enjoy them more. In other words, NfC 
plays a role in the story selection stage, rather than the experience of the story 
(Rosenbaum and Johnson). This finding underlined that people are not very 
good at affective forecasting, i.e., people may think a spoiler will impact their 
enjoyment a certain way, but their predictions often turn out to be incorrect 
(Yan and Tsang). Interestingly, Levine et al. found that NfC was positively 
related to enjoyment when a story was unspoiled; individuals with a higher 
NfC reported higher enjoyment of unspoiled stories. This could be attributed 
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to the notion that people high on NfC pay more attention to details, and thus 
will not benefit from the information gleaned from a spoiler.

Need for Affect (NfA) refers to people’s desire to experience or avoid emo­
tional situations (Appel and Richter; Maio and Esses). People with high levels 
of NfA tend to experience emotions as something positive (Bartsch et al.) and 
therefore seek out more emotionally stimulating content “to maintain their 
optimal arousal level” (Rosenbaum and Johnson, 277). Using spoiled short 
stories, the experiment described in the previous paragraph found that people 
who reported higher levels of NfA reported greater enjoyment for unspoiled 
stories, a finding that reflects excitation transfer theory (Rosenbaum and 
Johnson).

Another factor to consider is construal level, or how abstractly people think 
about something (Yan and Tsang). Using short movies as well as fabricated 
newsgroup messages about movies, Yan and Tsang determined that people 
with a higher construal level, i.e., who are more likely to think abstractly and 
focus on the narrative outcome, predict less enjoyment and a lower desire to 
watch a film that is spoiled than people with a lower construal level, who are 
more likely to focus on a narrative’s secondary features—which can include all 
kinds of features that do not involve the story’s outcome, such as the quality of 
the acting, the cinematography, or the costumes.

The nature of the narrative and the nature of the spoiler

As spoiler research grew, scholars started to investigate how spoilers work for 
different genres and different media, and how different kinds of spoilers might 
impact one’s narrative experience. Research to date has investigated the role 
played by medium and genre, the type of spoiler, spoiler placement, the scope 
of the spoiler, and the complexity of the narrative.

Common sense suggests that the nature of the narrative medium as well 
as the genre of the narrative would play a considerable role in how much 
a spoiler impacts enjoyment. Reading a book means one has the ending 
to the story in one’s hands and can easily flip to the end, whereas this is 
much less convenient when streaming a multi-episode television series, and 
impossible in a movie seen in the theater. At the same time, some genres, 
like romantic comedies, can withstand spoilage better than others, such as 
whodunits, for example. Yet to date, very little research has examined how 
the medium in which the narrative appears as well as its genre impact the 
relationship between spoilers and enjoyment. Results from one experiment 
that Benjamin Johnson and I carried out, while not entirely straightforward, 
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suggested that people who were familiar with a television show experienced 
a positive impact on enjoyment when this show was spoiled. For movies, 
the interaction was the opposite: if participants were familiar with a movie, 
a spoiler would reduce enjoyment (Johnson and Rosenbaum, “Don’t Tell,” 
study 1). We proposed that this could be attributed to the mental models 
people have of television shows; since TV shows are serial, people have the 
expectation for spoilers built into their mental models for these shows. Films, 
on the other hand, are usually a one-time event, and so mental models may 
not account for the possibility of a spoiler encounter. Conversely, two similar 
experiments by Daniel and Katz that used short stories and episodes from a 
television show found that spoilers affected the enjoyment of the television 
episodes, but not short stories.

Furthermore, only one small study (Johnson and Rosenbaum, “Don’t Tell,” 
study 1) has compared the impact of a spoiler on different genres, suggesting 
that the enjoyment of a superhero movie was positively affected by spoilers, 
while a comedy was enjoyed less when it was spoiled. One possible explana­
tion we suggested was that the superhero movie used (Captain America: 
The Winter Soldier [US 2014, Director: Anthony Russo and Joe Russo]) 
was complex; a spoiler could increase fluency, enhancing enjoyment. The fact 
that the comedy clip (The Hangover Part III [US 2013, Director: Todd 
Phillips]) was enjoyed less could be attributed to the fact that the enjoyment 
of comedy comes from its punchlines, which in this study was ruined by the 
spoiler (Topolinski).

Most research to date looks at spoilers that give away the ending, so-called 
outcome spoilers. However, enjoyment does not solely hinge on knowing the 
outcome of a narrative. After all, large numbers of movies and television 
shows are based on real events that people know about, and yet knowing their 
outcome does not seem to hurt people’s desire to see them or their supposed 
enjoyment. This could be attributed to people’s curiosity about the process 
behind the resolution (Yan and Tsang). An experiment using a short film 
found that an outcome spoiler reduced people’s expected enjoyment, while 
having very little impact on their actual enjoyment. Conversely, people who 
received a process spoiler, one that told them about various events in the 
narrative but not the ending, did not predict any negative impact on their 
enjoyment, yet this spoiler did harm their enjoyment of the movie. This can 
be explained through the construal level addressed above; people tend to use 
a high construal level when predicting their enjoyment, i.e., they focus on the 
outcome, yet while consuming the narrative, they focus on the process of the 
story, using a much lower construal level.

Spoilers and the Narrative Experience

227

https://doi.org/10.5771/9783988581150-219 - am 02.12.2025, 21:28:31. https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.5771/9783988581150-219
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb


Another question that scholars have tackled is whether the framing of a 
spoiler, i.e., identifying it as such, matters. It is fairly common that people only 
know that something is a spoiler before engaging with a narrative because the 
information is labeled as such. This raises the question whether identifying a 
spoiler influences its impact on enjoyment. Johnson and I (“Don’t Tell,” study 
2) found that framing a movie preview as a spoiler made people experience 
reactance (the perception that they lost the freedom to choose), which for 
people with high levels of NfA led to a lower desire to watch the film and 
lower anticipated enjoyment. Building on this, Daniel and Katz established 
that framing a preview as spoiled had no impact on short stories, but that this 
did lead to a lower enjoyment rating for a television episode.

Several studies have also examined the role played by the timing of spoiler 
exposure. In an era when most people watch movies and series at a time 
convenient to them (so-called time-shifted viewing), sometimes long after a 
series has ended, being spoiled while watching a show is a much greater 
risk to enjoyment than being spoiled beforehand (Perks and McElrath-Hart). 
Yet research found that when people saw a spoiler while reading a short 
story but before reaching its denouement, this did not impact enjoyment, 
while spoilers presented prior to reading the story did (Levine et al.). This 
could, speculatively, be attributed to the construal level of the respondents: 
people who were spoiled before reading a story were primed to consider 
the ending as highly relevant, creating a high construal level. People who 
were already invested in the story were more focused on the story’s process 
than its outcome, so then an outcome-based spoiler would not affect their 
enjoyment as much. Contrarily, in our examination of the impact of spoilers 
on horror fans’ experiences of horror movies, we found that when people were 
exposed to a spoiler before watching the second scene in a sequence of three 
scenes from a movie, they reported lower levels of processing fluency, which 
influenced enjoyment and transportation. This discrepancy could, tentatively, 
be attributed to the nature of horror, whose enjoyment hinges in part on the 
thrill of seeing morally unacceptable violence (Johnson et al.).

The amount of information revealed in a spoiler, or spoiler intensity, has 
been shown to matter, too. When the quality of a film is not immediately clear 
from reviews or other information, and people are exposed to a spoiler that 
reveals additional information about the film, they are more likely to want to 
see the movie. This especially applied to movies with a limited theater release, 
average user reviews, and a smaller advertising budget. Spoilers thus help to 
reduce uncertainty about movie quality (Ryoo et al.). In addition, for viewers 
of horror movies with a higher NfA, a minor spoiler that revealed an upcom­
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ing scare or twist in the next scene had a positive effect on enjoyment and 
transportation. For people with a lower NfA, minor spoilers had a negative 
impact on their enjoyment (Johnson et al.).

Research has also examined whether the perceived complexity of a narra­
tive influences people’s desire for a spoiler. A narrative can be perceived 
as cognitively or affectively challenging, i.e., as making high intellectual or 
emotional demands of its consumers. This raises the question whether the 
perception of challenge influences people’s decision to expose themselves 
to a spoiler, and how this might impact their subsequent enjoyment. With 
Kryston et al., we used findings from two separate experiments and found 
that participants were likely to select a spoiler if it would allow them to make 
better sense of a story or ensure that the content would not overburden their 
emotional capabilities. On the other hand, people with a high NfA avoided 
spoilers if they thought going into the narrative unspoiled would increase 
their affective arousal.

Engagement with the content

Not everyone is engaged with media content in the same way or for the same 
reasons. This implies that spoilers could have a varying impact on people’s 
enjoyment, depending on how they engage with the content that is spoiled. 
As a result, spoiler research has examined various aspects of user involvement 
with media narratives, including mood management, fandom, self-protection, 
and concern for self and characters.

People generally use media to make positive moods last as long as possible 
and to quickly resolve bad moods (Zillmann, “Mood Management”). Engage­
ment with a narrative is commonly seen as a positive experience: the more 
deeply people are absorbed creating a mental model for a story, the higher 
their enjoyment of that story. As a result, scholars have hypothesized that the 
desire to maintain the positive mood that comes from enjoyment might lead 
people to avoid spoilers. Maxwell’s study showed that this idea held up: in this 
study, spoiler avoidance was linked to higher levels of narrative engagement 
as well as higher levels of hedonistic enjoyment, lasting impression, and 
suspense. In other words, people perceive spoilers as undermining the positive 
moods associated with their enjoyment and narrative engagement.

Spoilers, by their nature, assume that a reader or viewer is unfamiliar with 
the narrative as it unfolds. But how does this play out for fans? Fans are 
more familiar with backstories, possible narrative developments (so-called fan 
theories), and the world in which the narrative takes place than regular media 
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consumers. As such, they might be more likely to be exposed to spoilers or 
have accurate theories about upcoming plot twists. At the same time, it is 
possible that fans, due to their elevated engagement with the story and its 
characters, want to avoid spoilers even more than non-fans.

Whether fans really do have a different relationship with spoilers was 
questioned by Johnson et al.’s study on horror movies, which found that 
spoilers did not hurt enjoyment for horror fans any more or less than they did 
for non-fans. However, investigations of fans’ motivations and social norms 
for sharing spoilers reveal that while spoilers are overall seen as undesirable, 
some fans will share spoilers to enhance people’s curiosity about upcoming 
shows, or out of a need to discuss the series (Meimaridis and Oliviera). 
Völcker connected the differences in fans’ attitudes and behaviors towards 
spoilers to how fans view themselves. In his study, Star Wars fans who 
identified as “hardcore” saw spoiler seeking and consumption as an essential 
and unavoidable part of their identity as fans. Spoilers helped them better 
understand the narrative and regulate their own emotional responses to story 
developments. Fans who identified as less hardcore and more “generalist” 
(157) were more likely to avoid spoilers. The importance of fan attitudes 
to their beliefs about spoilers was echoed by Castellano et al. Furthermore, 
Ellithorpe and Brookes found that people who were exposed to fan theories 
with correct predictions about the season finale of How I Met Your Mother
(HIMYM, US 2005–2014, Creator: Carter Bays and Craig Thomas) reported 
increased enjoyment of the final episode.

The discussion about how spoilers impact fan enjoyment is further compli­
cated by the rise of book-to-screen adaptations (Athreiya), which introduces 
questions about the impact of book-consistent/discrepant spoilers on enjoy­
ment of the on-screen narrative (Johnson and Rosenbaum, 2018, “Don’t Tell,” 
study 3; see discussion above). In addition, as shown by Castellano et al., 
fans’ decisions about when and where to share spoilers about book-to-screen 
adaptation hinge on their perceptions about the originality of the on-screen 
narrative. Unfortunately, media-psychological research into fans and spoilers 
is limited. Most of the research that addresses fan identities and spoilage takes 
a humanistic approach, and thus falls outside the scope of this paper.

Finally, most research into spoilers assumes that spoilers somehow hurt 
enjoyment. Ellithorpe and Brookes, however, asked whether it was possible 
that spoilers serve a positive function for some. Using a two-wave survey 
study wherein long-time viewers of the series HIMYM completed questions 
about their familiarity with various fan theories prior to watching the series 
finale, their exposure to spoilers, and their narrative experience before and 
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after watching the finale, Ellithorpe and Brookes found that exposure to 
spoilers and fan theories that came true helped people make sense of the 
events in the show more easily. This in turn enhanced enjoyment and reduced 
the distress that many long-time viewers experience when a show comes to an 
end. In other words, in some cases, spoilers can serve a highly positive role for 
long-time viewers of a show.

Extending this line of thinking, Brookes et al. investigated whether empath­
ic distress, or the concern that people might feel for the characters in a 
narrative, as well as the worries people might have about their own responses 
to narrative developments, might be a reason for selecting spoilers. Using 
a stand-alone episode from the series Electric Dreams (US 2017–2018, 
Creator: Ronald D. Moore and Michael Dinner), we found that people who 
were concerned about how the show might make them feel were more likely 
to select a spoiler preview before finishing the episode. Interestingly, whether 
participants selected a spoiler did not predict their ultimate enjoyment or ex­
perienced suspense, showing that while spoilers can serve a positive function 
for some media consumers, they are not highly relevant to enjoyment.

Looking Back and Moving Forward: Challenges and Opportunities

After more than a decade of empirical research into spoilers, our understand­
ing of how spoilers impact people’s narrative experience has increased signifi­
cantly. However, research also shows that the relationship between spoilers 
and enjoyment is highly complicated and circumstantial, and that any effect 
that spoilers have on the narrative experience is small.

Most importantly, the lay conception that spoilers always ruin enjoyment 
and are to be avoided at all costs is not always correct. While spoilers can hurt 
enjoyment, in many cases they do not, and when they do, it is under very spe­
cific circumstances. In some instances, spoilers can in fact enhance people’s 
narrative experience, especially for those who enjoy experiencing emotions 
and those who consider stories from a low-construal, more process-oriented 
perspective. Furthermore, spoilers can increase people’s ability to make sense 
of a narrative by facilitating their construction of the mental model of the 
story. Media consumers have also been shown to actively select spoilers, espe­
cially when they are highly concerned about their own emotional responses to 
a narrative, or when a story is perceived as challenging. Especially noteworthy 
is the finding that, overall, people are not very good at predicting how much 
spoilers will actually impact their enjoyment.
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Challenges

Like any collection of empirical studies, the research into spoilers is character­
ized by several shortcomings. First, few studies rely on actual media content 
that the participants, most often young adults of college age, consume. Earlier 
work relied on literary short stories, and while more recent work has moved 
into using clips from movies and television shows (e.g., Johnson and Rosen­
baum, “Don’t Tell”; Johnson et al.) as well as trailers (e.g., Kryston et al.), 
viewing a brief clip is not going to engender the kind of engagement one 
might feel with a full episode or movie. Although a few studies have begun 
to mimic the actual viewing experience by having participants watch entire 
episodes of TV shows, these are also characterized by high levels of attrition, 
i.e., large numbers of participants do not watch the entire episode and thus 
have to be removed from the study before analysis (Brookes, et al.; Ellithorpe 
et al.). This makes it more difficult to produce reliable findings. In addition, 
the findings from these studies, because of their focus on a single piece of 
media content, are more difficult to generalize.

A second challenge is in the populations studied to date. Most studies rely 
on student samples, usually young adults between the ages of 18 and 22 who 
are enrolled at a four-year institution. While this age group does consume a 
great deal of media, their media consumption is not necessarily representative 
of how people in different age categories consume media. Younger media 
users are more likely to binge watch (e.g., Rubenking and Bracken; Sabin) and 
watch shows through streaming services rather than live television (Rainie), 
thus time-shifting their viewing (Loechner). Moreover, they are more active 
on social media (Auxier and Anderson), where the chance of running into 
spoilers is ever present (Cotman; Romaguera). As a result, it is possible 
that this age group is more used to accidental spoilage and better able to 
incorporate spoilers into their narrative experience than people in other age 
groups. Yet little is known about the influence of age on how media consumers 
interpret a spoiler, or how a spoiler might impact the narrative experience of 
older media consumers.

A third issue is the use of self-reports. All studies to date ask participants 
to report their feelings about the narrative after watching or reading the story 
using survey measures. While self-reports are generally seen as reliable (Haef­
fel and Howard), arousal (the physical sensation that resolves into enjoyment) 
also includes a biological component (Vorderer et al.; Zillmann, “Sequential 
Dependencies”). Relying solely on people’s self-reports for assessing their en­
joyment thus ignores their physiological response. In addition, by measuring 
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people’s enjoyment after they viewed or read a narrative fails to assess how 
people’s enjoyment might vary throughout the show or movie, and how this 
might be impacted by a spoiler. In studies where shows are stopped to expose 
viewers to a spoiler (e.g., Brookes et al.), this might occur too early or too late 
for some viewers, whose arousal (and thus desire for a spoiler) peaked at a 
different time.

A final challenge centers on defining what a spoiler is. In most of the 
empirical research to date, spoilers are defined as “the premature release of 
salient information about a narrative” (Johnson and Rosenbaum, “Don’t Tell” 
583). However, as research became more complex, researchers introduced 
distinctions between various kinds of spoilers, from process and outcome 
spoilers to major and minor spoilers. While research almost always assesses 
whether the participants perceive the spoiled review as spoiled, the spoiler is 
usually designed by the research team, not the participants, failing to address 
varying perceptions of what constitutes a spoiler.

Moving Forward

So how should the challenges above be addressed? A start would be to rely 
on a more mixed-methods approach. To date, all media-psychological studies 
into spoilers have employed quantitative measures in the form of surveys and 
experiments. While these allow for easy replication and generalization, they 
cannot provide the kind of robust insight into the wide variety of people’s 
opinions of and purposes for spoilers that qualitative research can (Taylor 
et al.). Incorporating this approach into spoiler research might shed light on 
some of the contradictory results produced by the quantitative approaches 
used in the field to date.

In addition, future research should replicate actual viewing experiences 
and use more naturalistic approaches. That is, studies should use full episodes 
and movies and replicate the settings in which people consume content to 
better mirror how viewers engage with spoilers in real life. A few ongoing 
projects are implementing this in their study design, but no data has yet 
been reported. A challenge here includes finding content that is engaging yet 
unknown to most respondents, and preparing for high rates of attrition.

Furthermore, spoiler research should consider using physiological mea­
sures, such as heart rate monitors and skin conductors, to assess enjoyment 
(e.g., Zillmann et al.). Understanding how physiological responses to media 
entertainment are impacted by spoilers may provide better insight into how 
spoilers truly impact enjoyment, considering the bad reputation that spoilers 
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have had for decades. Research into spoiler selection especially could benefit 
from using physiological measures to determine people’s arousal levels.

Finally, media psychology-based spoiler research should consider the work 
carried out in the humanities and vice versa. Both fields could benefit from 
a dialogue with the other, in terms of theoretical as well as methodological 
approaches. The fact that this happens only rarely can likely be attributed 
to the fact that scholars in either field often consider their work to be so inex­
orably connected to their particular research paradigm (i.e., post-positivist v. 
hermeneutic/constructivist) that any collaboration with research reliant on 
another paradigm is perceived as impossible. Yet, work that has combined a 
critical with a more post-positivist approach, such as the research into the 
global reception of Lord of the Rings trilogy (NZ/US 2001–2003, Director: 
Peter Jackson) by Martin Barker and Ernest Mathijs (“Watching”), has shown 
that such a collaboration is not only possibly but also fruitful (Barker and 
Mathijs, “Researching”).

Media psychologists who research spoilers should consider two specific 
aspects of how the humanities examine spoilers: their tendency to focus on 
analyzing media texts and their understanding that media reception and inter­
pretation occur collaboratively. These could both be useful ways to expand 
media psychologists’ understanding of how individuals engage with media 
content. For instance, work by scholars such as Hassoun, who uses the genre 
structure of comics to show why spoilers are not all bad, and Gray and Mittell, 
who take an in-depth look at fan communities, provide excellent insight into 
how people and texts collaborate to inform the meaning of spoilers. Yet, their 
findings are rarely used to inform media-psychological work into spoilers: a 
true loss for the field.

At the same time, humanities-based work into spoilers should consider 
media-psychological perspectives. Research into fandom and spoilers is an 
especially fertile ground for collaboration between humanities-based and 
media-psychological perspectives. Fan studies that consider spoilers often 
examine fans as members of their fan communities, foregoing a consideration 
of the characteristics that shape the fans as individuals. Scholars such as 
Henry Jenkins, for instance, discuss how fan communities work together 
to unearth spoilers about the popular reality show Survivor (US 2000– , 
Creator: Charlie Parsons and Mark Burnett). While these kinds of studies 
provide helpful insights into the mechanics of the group, they do not consider 
how these group dynamics are constituted by fans’ individual motives, per­
ceptions, and narrative experiences. Using media-psychological measures to 
understand how individual fans experience texts, and how these experiences 
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are shaped by personality traits and states, would greatly augment insight into 
the dynamics of these fan communities.

Conclusion

When Benjamin and I collected our first data on spoilers back in 2012 (“Spoil­
er Alert”), we never imaged that over a decade later people would still be 
talking about spoilers and what they mean for media entertainment. Under­
standing how spoilers work has proven to be far more complex than anyone 
had ever imagined. Spoilers, as closely tied as they are to the media users’ 
personality traits, emotional states, and narrative engagement, capture the 
complexity of the media entertainment experience. As we implement the ideas 
suggested above and collaborate more closely with humanistic approaches to 
media entertainment, our understanding of the relationship between spoilers, 
enjoyment, and transportation should continue to grow. And until then, just 
know that a spoiler is often not as bad as one might think.
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