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Introduction 
In contemporary society, mass media narratives constitute a primary environment 

for human socialization. Traditional communication paradigms often rely on direct, 
rhetorical persuasion, which presents overt arguments inviting immediate critical 
evaluation. In contrast, mass media heavily utilizes narrative communication, a format 
that does not explicitly demand that the audience verify the authenticity or logical 
validity of the information provided. Instead, stories draw audiences into alternative 
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realities, conveying complex social scenarios and behavioral templates with minimal 
explicit instruction. 

A central concept in media psychology is that of the “cognitive script”, a stored 
mental template that provides step-by-step expectations for behaviour in familiar 
contexts. Scripts enable individuals to navigate social interactions efficiently, dictating 
standard sequences of events and appropriate responses. While historically acquired 
through direct, face-to-face social interactions, cognitive scripts in the modern digital 
age are increasingly derived from repetitive exposure to mass media narratives. 

Understanding how these media narratives translate into real-world behavior 
requires a rigorous exploration of the underlying psychological foundations. The core 
problem this paper addresses is: What are the precise cognitive and emotional 
mechanisms through which mass media narratives overcome psychological resistance 
and implant behavioural scripts into audiences’ long-term memory structures? 

To resolve this question, this paper presents a conceptual systematic synthesis of 
five foundational media psychology and communication frameworks: Narrative 
Transportation Theory (Green & Brock, 2000), the Extended Elaboration Likelihood 
Model (E-ELM) (Slater & Rouner, 2002), Social Cognitive Theory of Mass 
Communication (Bandura, 2001), The Entertainment Overcoming Resistance Model 
(EORM) (Moyer-Gusé, 2008), Mental Simulation and Transportation (Escalas, 2004). 

By synthesizing these frameworks, we map the cognitive pathway from media 
consumption to script internalization, offering a unified theoretical perspective on how 
media scenarios shape human cognition. 

Methods. 
To construct this systematic conceptual synthesis, we utilized a qualitative 

theoretical mapping methodology. Rather than presenting primary empirical data from 
a single localised experiment, this study aggregates, decodes, and synthesises 
established peer-reviewed theoretical models in media psychology to build an 
integrated framework. 

The selected frameworks were analysed using qualitative conceptual coding. We 
extracted the core independent variables (e.g., narrative exposure, media format), 
mediating processes (e.g., narrative transportation, character identification, parasocial 
interaction, mental simulation), moderating variables (e.g., transportability, prior 
attitudes), and dependent outcomes (e.g., reduced counterarguing, script 
internalization, belief revision) from each model. 

These variables were then mapped into a sequential, multi-stage cognitive path 
model. Furthermore, we drew a structural analogy between this unified narrative path 
model and the “cognitive chain” observed in customer-based brand equity models 
(Punj & Hillyer, 2004), examining how brand attitude, brand knowledge, and brand 
heuristics act as parallel structured systems for script-like cognitive processing. 

Results. 
Our systematic synthesis reveals that the translation of mass media narratives into 

long-term cognitive scripts is not a direct, linear effect. Instead, it occurs through a 
highly coordinated, four-stage cognitive and emotional process. 
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The internalisation process begins with narrative transportation, defined as an 
individual’s cognitive and emotional absorption into a story world (Green & Brock, 
2000). Highly engaging mass media narratives draw audiences in through rich imagery 
and suspenseful plotting. 

From a cognitive processing perspective, narrative transportation acts as a 
gatekeeper of mental bandwidth. Because human cognitive capacity is finite, the 
process of constructing mental models of a story’s characters, setting, and plot 
consumes the vast majority of an individual’s processing resources. Consequently, 
transported individuals have very few remaining cognitive resources available to 
evaluate claims, detect logical inconsistencies, or formulate critical counterarguments 
(Green & Brock, 2000). Thus, narrative transportation effectively suspends the 
audience’s critical faculties, making them highly receptive to the story’s underlying 
assertions and scenarios. 

When individuals encounter explicit persuasive messages (such as advertisements 
or educational lectures), they typically activate cognitive defences, resulting in 
psychological reactance (the desire to reassert freedom in the face of perceived 
manipulation) and active counterarguing. 

Media narratives bypass this defense system through a process described by the 
Extended Elaboration Likelihood Model (E-ELM) (Slater & Rouner, 2002) and the 
Entertainment Overcoming Resistance Model (EORM) (Moyer-Gusé, 2008). Unlike 
analytical processing, where persuasion depends on the careful evaluation of argument 
strength, narrative persuasion relies on absorption. 

The EORM specifies that narrative elements, particularly character identification 
(conceptually adopting a character’s goals and perspective) and parasocial interaction 
(developing a one-sided, pseudo-social relationship with a character), are critical in 
reducing resistance. When a viewer strongly identifies with a character, their personal 
ego is temporarily merged with the fictional persona. Because individuals rarely argue 
against themselves, identifying with a character effectively suppresses counterarguing 
(Moyer-Gusé, 2008). Furthermore, because the persuasive message is embedded 
implicitly within the narrative rather than presented as an overt demand, psychological 
reactance is minimised, allowing controversial or unfamiliar behavioural scenarios to 
be accepted without friction. 

Once cognitive resistance is bypassed, the actual behavioral content of the 
narrative can be acquired. According to Albert Bandura’s Social Cognitive Theory 
(SCT) of mass communication, human behaviour is extensively shaped through 
vicarious experiences and symbolic modeling (Bandura, 2001). 
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Figure 1. Narrative Theories 

 
Discussion 
The conceptual synthesis presented in this paper provides a comprehensive 

psychological foundation for how mass media scenarios and narratives shape human 
behavior. By integrating theories of transportation, resistance reduction, observational 
learning, and mental simulation, we move beyond simplistic “media effects” paradigms 
to map a highly sophisticated, multi-stage cognitive journey. 

The primary theoretical contribution of this model is the integration of emotional 
and cognitive pathways. Historically, cognitive learning theories (like Bandura’s SCT) 
and narrative persuasion theories (like E-ELM and EORM) were studied in isolation. 
Our model demonstrates that they are deeply interdependent: narrative transportation 
and identification act as the necessary cognitive “bypasses” that lower psychological 
resistance, creating an open cognitive state in which symbolic modeling (SCT) and 
mental simulation (Escalas, 2004) can successfully implant cognitive scripts. 

Practically, this unified model has profound implications for the design of 
entertainment-education (E-E) campaigns. To promote prosocial behaviors (such as 
safe sex practices, health screenings, or environmental conservation), media producers 
should not merely present factual arguments. Instead, they must design highly 
absorbing narratives with relatable characters who undergo “transitional journeys” 
(Bandura, 2001). By maximising narrative transportation and character identification, 
these campaigns can bypass audience resistance, trigger mental simulation, and 
effectively deliver positive cognitive scripts that guide real-world behavioural changes. 

While this systematic synthesis provides a robust conceptual framework, several 
limitations must be acknowledged. First, the long-term durability of narrative-acquired 
scripts remains under-researched. While mental simulation helps anchor scripts in 
memory, we do not know the decay rate of these templates in the absence of repetitive 
media exposure. Second, individual differences—such as an individual’s baseline 
“transportability” or deeply entrenched prior attitudes—may act as powerful 
moderators, occasionally causing reactance even within highly absorbing narratives. 

Future research in media psychology should employ neurocognitive and 
psychophysiological measures (such as fMRI or EEG) to track the real-time cognitive 
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resource depletion that occurs during narrative transportation. Furthermore, 
longitudinal empirical studies are needed to evaluate how repeatedly activated media 
scripts gradually solidify into permanent social norms and cultural realities, as 
hypothesized by broader cultivation frameworks. 

Conclusion 
Mass media narratives are far more than a source of idle entertainment; they 

represent a highly sophisticated, automated system for cognitive script delivery. By 
absorbing audiences into story worlds, media narratives bypass cognitive resistance, 
utilize characters as symbolic models for behavior, and prompt active mental 
simulation. This structured cognitive chain ultimately installs pre-packaged behavioral 
scripts directly into the human mind. Recognizing these psychological foundations is 
essential for understanding both the profound cultural influence of contemporary mass 
media and the strategic potential of narrative persuasion to foster positive societal 
change. 
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