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Getting Lost Into the Wild: The Role of Narrative Transportation

in the Experiential Consumption of Movies

Extended Abstract
For over a century, consumers worldwide have enjoyed watching movies for many reasons that range from mere short-term entertainment to the personal experience of complete immersion into the movie narrative (Green et al. 2004) and identification with its characters (Cohen 2001). Yet, a closer review of the literature on movie consumption indicates that we still lack a complete understanding of how an ordinary consumer experiences the consumption of movies and their subjective contribution to one’s life. This scant attention may be the result of marketing’s primary interest in the economic dimensions of movie consumption (De Vany and Walls 2002; Hennig-Thurau et al. 2004), which is reduced to the mere purchase of individual tangible media formats (Basil 2001; Krugman and Gopal 1991) rather than studied as the actual consumption of movies as intangible brands in themselves (Wohlfeil and Whelan 2008). In film studies, on the other hand, trained expert viewers use audience-response theory (Mulvey 1975; Philips 2003) to explain in theory how an imaginary viewer would respond to movie texts and the cinematic experience by assuming probable motives, expectations and prior knowledge (Hirschman 1999). However, a synthesis of ideas from psychoanalysis, semiotics, Marxism and feminism created hereby the image of a passive viewer, who is vulnerable to the manipulative qualities of the cinematic experience (Philips 2003). Moreover, expert viewers (i.e. Mulvey 1975) have often discussed suspected audience responses as a means to advance their own political-ideological agenda.
A very different approach was recently taken by Wohlfeil and Whelan (2008), in which one of the authors observed introspectively his own experiential consumption of the movie Pride & Prejudice (UK 2005). They found hereby a consumer’s personal engagement with the film narrative and its characters to be of particular importance and provided thereby evidence that narrative transportation theory (Gerrig 1993) could be applied to movie consumption. Though primarily applied to reading, this theory suggests that enjoyment can benefit from the experience of being immersed in a narrative world through cognitive, emotional and imaginary involvement as well as from the consequences of that immersion, which include emotional connections with characters like friends and self-transformations (Green et al. 2004: 311). The personal engagement is further enhanced through out-of-text intertextuality by which the consumer connects the movie narrative to one’s own private life experiences (Hirschman 2000; Wohlfeil and Whelan 2008). A recent experimental study by Argo et al. (2008) suggested that the intensity of the transportation experience would be determined by one’s gender whereby females empathise stronger with melodramatic narratives. However, to what extent do the findings reflect consumers’ real-lived movie consumption experiences?

Taking an existential-phenomenological perspective (Thompson 1997), this study will provide alternative insights into consumers’ holistic movie consumption experiences. As both authors happen to be of different gender, come from different cultural backgrounds and live in different countries, we will compare, analyse and examine our own individual private lived consumption experiences with the recently released movie Into the Wild (US 2007) and how we connected the movie to our individual real-life experiences by using subjective personal introspection (Holbrook 1995).
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