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Abstract: Why do people become interested in some stories but not others? A long-standing
assumption is that narrative engagement is driven by demographic-similarity between the
audience and the protagonist. Across two preregistered experiments (N = 953), we
systematically manipulated the protagonist’s gender, race, age, and motivation in short story
pitches, and asked participants—who varied in their own gender, race, age, and motivational
priorities—to rate their interest. This preregistered controlled design allowed us to compare
demographic-similarity with a theoretically grounded alternative: motivational alignment, defined
as the match between a protagonist’s current motivation and the observer’s own motivational
priorities. Motivational alignment reliably predicted narrative interest and remained a significant
predictor even when demographic-similarity was included in the same model. We also found no
evidence that demographic-similarity predicts interest, even when specific information about the
protagonist’s motivation was absent. These findings identify motivational alignment as a central
determinant of narrative interest.

Introduction

People often appear to be most engaged by stories and models that resemble them. This
assumption—that similarity fuels attention, interest, and learning—has played a central role in
both narrative psychology (Dore, 2022; Grusec & Brinker, 1972; Maccoby & Wilson, 1957; Seitz
et al., 2020) and social learning theory (Bandura et al., 1961, 1963; Fairlie et al., 2014; Henrich,
2016; Hoffman & Oreopoulos, 2007). Across various paradigms, including recall and persuasion
research, studies in imitation and media effects have repeatedly found that observers
preferentially attend to models who share their gender (e.g. Grusec & Brinker, 1972; Hoffner,
1996; Hoffner & Buchanan, 2005; Maccoby & Wilson, 1957), race (e.g. Bullock et al., 2021;
Dore, 2022; Fairlie et al., 2014), or age (Chen et al., 2017; Feilitzen & Linné, 1975; Kim et al.,
2016).

However, the empirical record is mixed, and the strength of demographic-similarity effects may
have been overstated (for a meta-analysis, see Chen et al., 2024). For instance, although Dore
(2022) reported an effect of race-similarity on narrative recall, she found no corresponding effect
for gender-similarity. Cohen et al. (2018) observed no influence of age- or gender-similarity on
perceived similarity, identification, or persuasion. In addition, Jose and Brewer (1984) found no



main effect of age-similarity on narrative interest (see also Hoffman & Oreopoulos, 2007, for
similar conclusions in an ecological context). Taken together, these inconsistencies suggest that
demographic-similarity may not reliably determine interest. How, then, can we explain when
demographic-similarity matters and when it does not?

One possibility is that demographic-similarity may not be the core driver of narrative interest at
all. We propose instead that engagement depends primarily on the alignment between the
protagonist’s current motivation and the observer’s own motivational priorities (henceforth,
‘motivational alignment’; see both Dore, 2022; Maccoby & Wilson, 1957).

This account stems from the hypothesis that a person consuming a story is, fundamentally, in
the position of an observer watching (or imagining) another agent pursue a goal. Human
cognition contains powerful mechanisms for observational learning—mechanisms that extract
causal structure from goal-directed action, track how obstacles are navigated, and map
outcomes onto internal models for future use (Meltzoff et al., 2012; Szczepanik et al., 2020).
Taking the character’s point of view feels natural, then, because it would facilitate learning
(Oliver & Raney, 2011; Cohen, 2001). Crucially, such simulation becomes most useful when the
protagonist strives toward a goal that the observer also values, because only then does the
causal information embedded in the narrative generalize to problems the observer may face.
Motivational alignment should therefore play a central role.

This alternative hypothesis would explain the apparent effects of demographic-similarity. Such
effects would arise as a by-product of motivational alignment rather than from
demographic-similarity per se. Individuals who share demographic attributes—age, gender,
socioeconomic background—tend to occupy similar ecological and social environments and, as
a result, to prioritise similar goals (Marengo et al., 2021; Montag et al., 2020; Del Giudice,
2024). When observers express greater interest in protagonists who resemble them, this pattern
may therefore reflect the underlying associations between demographic-similarity and shared
motivational priorities (Seitz et al., 2020), be they hardwired or acquired. In other words,
demographic-similarity would predict interest only insofar as it functions as a cue from which
shared motivation can be inferred. Hence, our two hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1 (‘motivational-alignment’ hypothesis): Motivational alignment increases narrative
interest above and beyond demographic-similarity

Hypothesis 2 (‘demographic cue’ hypothesis): demographic-similarity should predict narrative
interest only in the absence of clear motivational cues

These hypotheses yield a set of preregistered predictions. If motivational alignment is the
primary driver of narrative interest (H1), then: Prediction 1 (P1): Motivational alignment
increases narrative interest; Prediction 2 (P2): Motivational alignment increases narrative
interest above and beyond demographic-similarity; Prediction 3 (P3): Motivational alignment
predicts narrative interest better than demographic-similarity when comparing competing
models. If demographic-similarity functions mainly as a cue to motivational relevance (H2), then:



Prediction 4 (P4): Overall demographic-similarity has a positive effect on narrative interest when
the protagonist’s goal is unspecified; Prediction 5 (P5): The effect of demographic-similarity on
narrative interest is strongest when goals are unspecified and weakest when goals are
specified.

To test this account, we adopted a paradigm that captures an ecologically familiar decision
point: the moment when people choose whether to engage with a story based only on a brief
description—much like scanning back-cover summaries in a bookstore or selecting a film from a
short synopsis. Participants read only a short movie pitch, stripped of genre conventions,
stylistic features, emotional tone, or plot development. Restricting exposure to this controlled
format ensures that interest judgments depend solely on the information we experimentally
manipulate—namely, the protagonist's demographic attributes and motivation—rather than on
uncontrolled features of full narratives. This minimal-pitch paradigm allows a direct comparison
between the predictive power of demographic-similarity and motivational alignment.
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Preregistration: The hypotheses, predictions, data collection methods, and statistical plans were
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2025 (for the first condition) and December 2nd 2025 (for the second condition), prior to data
collection (start date: November 7th 2025 and December 2nd 2025, respectively). There was no
deviation from the preregistration, unless specified (see footnote 1).

Materials: All study materials are publicly available (https://osf.io/eaxrs/; see Material folder).
Data: All primary data are publicly available (https://osf.io/eaxrs/; see Data folder).

Analysis scripts: All analysis scripts are publicly available (https://osf.io/eaxrs/; see Analyses
folder).

Method

We recruited 953 participants from the US through the Prolific platform (474 in the Specified
Motivation condition, for the first study, and 479 in the Unspecified Motivation condition, for the
second study). After applying pre-registered exclusion criteria (i.e., participants who (1) did not
answer all items, (2) did not answer “man” or “women” on the gender item, (3) did not answer
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“pblack”, “white”, or “mixed” (4) failed the attention check (IRI)"), 934 participants remained (465
in the Specified Motivation condition and 469 in the Unspecified Motivation condition; Mg =
42.58 years, SD = 12.54 years; 465 women and 469 men; 457 black, 471 white, 6 mixed;
sensitivity analyses conducted under various exclusion criteria are reported in the
Supplementary Materials).

We measured between-subject differences in interest in watching a movie after reading a short
movie pitch. Each participant read one of several pitch variants in which the protagonist’s
demographic characteristics (age 18-60, male or female, White or Black), motivation, and
obstacle were independently randomized and evenly represented (see Figure 1; see
Supplementary Materials for full wording). Protagonists’ names were selected to avoid strong
associations with specific ethnicities, and the actions depicted in the pitch were chosen to be
neutral with respect to gender (see Supplementary Materials). The mean Flesh Reading Ease
score indicated that the pitches ranged from fairly easy to easy to read (see Supplementary
Materials).

For half of the participants (Unspecified Motivation condition), the protagonist’'s motivation was
deliberately left unspecified and described only in broad, generic terms (e.g., “doing something
important to him/her,” “solving a problem that concerns him/her”). For the other half (Specified
Motivation condition), the protagonist’s motivation was explicitly specified. We focused on five
motivations characterized in previous psychological research as fundamental human motives
(Dubourg et al., 2024), broadly universal yet differing in strength and prioritization across
individuals (Marengo et al., 2021; Montag et al., 2020), namely parental care (Anderson et al.,
2007; Hoelzer, 1989), friendship (Aktipis et al., 2018; Barclay et al., 2021), romantic love
(Fletcher et al., 2015; Kenrick, 2006), curiosity (Berlyne, 1966; Gottlieb et al., 2013), and skill
acquisition (Bjorklund, 2022).

When participants were exposed to a pitch with a specified motivation, they rated the personal
importance of each of the five motivations in their own lives (see Figure 1). These ratings were
collected on a 5-point Likert scale, with items presented in random order. Participants rated the
personal importance of various motivations; 'motivational importance' represents the specific
rating given to the motivation featured in the pitch they viewed. To control for potential order
effects, the motivation-importance questionnaire was administered either before or after the
movie pitch, counterbalanced across participants (see Supplementary Materials). After reading
a variant of the pitch, participants indicated their interest in watching the described movie using
a single-item questionnaire on a 5-point likert scale ranging from 1 (not at all interested) to 5

! Participants were excluded if they did not report their gender as “man” or “woman,” or their race as
“Black,” “White,” or “Mixed.” This exclusion was required because this study relies on computing a
measurable distance between participant demographics and protagonist characteristics; responses such
as “prefer not to say” or open-ended self-descriptions could not be incorporated into this distance-based
analysis. The preregistration specified an exclusion criterion based on reading time, whereby participants
spending less than 9 seconds on the movie-pitch screen would be excluded. This criterion could not be
implemented because the movie pitch was presented on the same page as additional questionnaire
items, making it impossible to isolate reading time for the pitch itself. As a result, this preregistered
exclusion criterion was not applied. No other preregistered exclusions were affected.



(extremely interested). The item was: “Based on this pitch, how interested would you be in

watching this movie?”.
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Figure 1. Experimental design and survey flow. Randomly generated movie pitches varied
protagonist demographics and motivational content, with participants reading one pitch and
rating interest, anticipated identification (validity check), and reading ease.

For each participant—pitch pair, we computed demographic-similarity along three dimensions.
Gender-similarity was coded as 1 when the participant and protagonist shared the same gender
and 0 otherwise; race-similarity was coded in the same way. Age-similarity was operationalized
as the absolute difference between the participant’s age and the protagonist’s age (see
Supplementary Analyses for other computations of age-similarity). In analyses targeting
Hypotheses 1, these variables were entered independently to estimate the unique contribution
of each demographic dimension to narrative interest. Following the preregistration, we
normalized each similarity variable.

To test Hypothesis 2—which concerns the interaction between the overall
demographic-similarity index and goal specification—we preregistered the use of a single
composite index. Following the preregistration, we averaged race-, gender-, and age-similarity
variables into a normalized demographic-similarity index, and used this combined measure in
the interaction models. This pre-registered approach reflects the fact that testing all three



demographic-similarity x goal-type interactions separately would require a substantially larger
sample size than planned, whereas a composite index allows for a well-powered test of the
preregistered hypothesis.

Results

To test Hypothesis 1, we analyzed the subset of participants who read a pitch with a specified
motivation (N=465). Within this sample, we estimated three preregistered models predicting
narrative interest: a model including only motivational alignment (Model 1), a model including
motivational alignment and demographic-similarity variables (Model 2), and a model including
only demographic-similarity variables (Model 3). This approach allowed us to assess the unique
contribution of motivational alignment (P1), its robustness when demographic-similarity is
controlled (P2), and its relative parsimony compared to demographic-only models (P3).

Model 1 tested whether participants were more interested in a story when it featured a
motivation they personally considered more important in their own life, following equation [1].

[1] Interest; = B, + B; MotivationalAlignment; + &

The real-life importance participants assigned to the motivation depicted in the pitch significantly
predicted narrative interest (3 = 0.11, SE = 0.05, t(463) = 2.38, p = 0.018), validating P1.

Then, we included demographic-similarity as control variables (Model 2), following equation [2].

[2] Interest; = B, + B, MotivationalAlignment; + B, GenderSimilarity; + 3; RaceSimilarity;
+ B, AgeSimilarity; + ¢;

Motivation rating remained a significant predictor of interest (R = 0.11, SE = 0.05, t(460) = 2.41,
p = 0.016). In contrast, gender-similarity (3 = 0.07,t = 1.5, p = 0.13), race-similarity (3 = 0.08, t =
1.68, p = 0.09), and age-similarity (R = -0.01, t = -0.22, p = 0.82) were not significant predictors.
Thus, motivational alignment explains unique variance in interest beyond
demographic-similarity, validating P2.

We next estimated a model that included only gender-, race-, and age-similarity (Model 3),
following equation [3].

[3] Interest; = B, + B; GenderSimilarity; + B, RaceSimilarity; + B; AgeSimilarity; + &;

We compared AIC values across the three models—Model 1 vs. Model 3 and Model 2 vs. Model
1. Model differences were evaluated using a bootstrapped AIC comparison procedure (see
Supplementary Materials). For the comparison between Model 1 and Model 3, the mean
bootstrapped AAIC was positive (2.83), yet the 95% bootstrap confidence interval [-11.78, 16.9]
included 0, indicating that the two models could not be reliably distinguished in terms of overall
fit. Therefore, we found no evidence supporting P3. For the comparison between Model 2 and



Model 1, the mean bootstrapped AAIC was negative (-2.11), yet the 95% bootstrap confidence
interval [-13.55, 4.98] again included 0, indicating that adding demographic variables to
motivational alignment does not reliably improve model fit. Thus, it is not possible to determine
whether Model 1 or Model 2 is more parsimonious. These results suggest that motivational
alignment shows a consistent association with narrative interest, whereas adding demographic
variables yields little to no improvement in model fit.

Table 1. Results of pre-registered regressions for all models with standardized variables
(standard error in parenthesis; *** p <.001, ** p < .01, * p < .05). Motivational importance was
defined as the participant’s pre-existing real-life valuation of the specific goal featured in their
assigned pitch (see Method). Similarity variables were operationalised as the distance between
participants’ and protagonists’ gender, race, and age, and were then averaged into an overall
demographic-similarity index (all variables were normalized). Goal-type was coded as 0
(Unspecified Motivation condition) or 1 (Specified Motivation condition).

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5
Condition Specified Specified Specified Unspecified Both
Motivation Motivation Motivation Motivation  conditions
Motivation A110* A11*
Importance (.046) (.046)
Gender-Similarity ('822) ('8‘7“13)
Race-Similarity ('812) ('812)
Lo -.010 -.007
Age-Similarity (.046) (.046)
Demographic- .034 .034
Similarity (.045) (.047)
Demographic-
Similarity x ('ggg)
Goal-Type )
Observations 465 465 465 469 934
R-squared .012 .023 .01 .001 .004

To test Hypothesis 2, we first estimated a model restricted to participants who read a pitch with
an unspecified goal (N = 469), following equation [4].

[4] Interest; = B, + B; DemographicSimilarity; + €;



In this group, the composite demographic-similarity index did not predict interest (3 = 0.03, SE =
0.04,t=.76, p = 0.45; Model 4), indicating that demographic-similarity did not become more
influential when no motivational information was provided. Second, as preregistered, we fitted
an interaction model on the full sample to test whether the effect of the overall
demographic-similarity index differed between the specified- and unspecified-motivation
conditions, following equation [5].

[5] Interest; = B, + B; DemographicSimilarity; + B, GoalType; +
Bs; DemographicSimilarity; x GoalType; + €;

The demographic-similarity x goal-type interaction was nonsignificant (3 = 0.05, SE = 0.07, t =
0.73, p = 0.47; Model 5), showing no evidence that demographics played a stronger role when
motivations were absent. Together, these results provide no support for Prediction 4 and 5.

One possible explanation for the null effect of demographic-similarity on interest in the
unspecified motivation condition is that participants may not have attended to the similarity
manipulation. To assess this possibility, we examined responses to an additional exploratory
measure included in the survey (pre-registered as exploratory): anticipated identification with the
protagonist (“If you were to watch the movie described in this pitch, to what extent would you
identify with the main character?”). Gender-similarity and race-similarity both had a significant
and strong positive effect on anticipated identification (see Supplementary Materials), indicating
that these demographic cues were successfully encoded by participants, and thereby ruling out
the possibility that the null effect of demographic-similarity on interest simply reflects inattention
to the characters’ demographic attributes or to their similarity with the observer.

Discussion

Across two preregistered experiments, we investigated whether people become interested in
stories because protagonists resemble them demographically or because they pursue goals that
observers personally value. Three consistent results were observed. First, motivational
alignment—the correspondence between a protagonist’s ongoing goal and the observer’s own
motivational priorities—reliably predicted interest. Second, this effect remained significant when
demographic-similarity was included in the model, whereas demographic-similarity alone
showed no predictive value. Third, demographic cues did not become more influential when
motivational information was absent. Taken together, these findings suggest that motivational
alignment, rather than demographic-similarity, guides the earliest stages of narrative
engagement.

This motivational account of engagement and interest aligns with a broader body of findings.
Early in social learning research, Maccoby & Wilson (1957) interpreted their results as
suggesting that, rather than perceived similarity, interest in an on-screen character was mainly
influenced by what they termed the ‘need relevance’ of the character’s current goal to the
observer. More recently, Dore (2022) hypothesized a similar construct (‘self-relevance’) to



explain the absence of a gender-similarity effect (but simultaneous presence of a so-called
race-similarity effect) on free recall of educational and plot-related information presented in a
narrative. This shift toward the observer’s goals mirrors the logic of motivational alignment,
offering a functional explanation as to why demographic-similarity alone often fails to predict
engagement and interest.

These findings bear directly on a foundational assumption in narrative theory: the mechanism
that makes character identification, and therefore narrative immersion, possible (Green & Brock,
2002; Jauss et al., 1974). Classical accounts treat identification as an identity-based process:
readers are assumed to “enter” a story by aligning themselves with protagonists, with
demographic-similarity thought to facilitate this fusion (Hoffner & Buchanan, 2005; Kaufman &
Libby, 2012; Oatley, 1999). Our results suggest that this interpretation targets the wrong
explanatory variable. What enables immersion is not shared identity but shared motivation
(Green & Brock, 2002). When a protagonist pursues a goal that the observer personally values,
the character’s choices become instrumentally relevant, and perspective-taking follows as a
functional response to that relevance. Under this view, narrative identification is better
understood as a motivationally driven form of vicarious problem-solving rather than as an
identity-based merging of selves.

This shift—from identity-based alignment to motivation-based relevance—also suggests a
different way of thinking about the cognitive mechanisms that make engagement with stories
possible. Narratives do not captivate audiences simply because they entertain or elicit emotion.
Rather, they engage us because they reproduce the informational conditions under which
humans naturally learn from observing others: a goal-directed agent encountering obstacles,
making decisions under uncertainty, and experiencing consequences (Meltzoff et al., 2012;
Szczepanik et al., 2020). From this perspective, a story is better understood as a perceived
environment for vicarious problem-solving. Its appeal lies not in the opportunity to merge
identities with similar protagonists, but in the perceived opportunity to extract causal insight from
another agent’s pursuit of goals that matter to the observer. Emotional resonance, in turn, would
function less as an aesthetic experience and more as a cognitive device that supports vicarious
causal learning, helping observers internalize—much as in real life—how valued goals are
pursued and which strategies succeed or fail (Olsson et al., 2020; Olsson & Phelps, 2007).

This insight also has direct implications beyond narrative theory, particularly for the design of
personalized communication in public policy (e.g., in health, see Avenel et al., forthcoming;
Teeny et al., 2021). If engagement depends primarily on motivational relevance rather than
demographic-similarity, effective personalization should not be understood as matching
messages to people’s demographic profiles, but as aligning content with the goals, values, and
concerns that structure their motivation (Joyal-Desmarais et al., 2022). Demographic variables
are often used because they are easy to observe, yet they are at best indirect indicators of what
individuals actually care about. By contrast, motivational orientations—measurable through
personality traits, values, or even cultural preferences—offer a more principled basis for tailoring
communication (e.g., Hirsh et al., 2012; Matz et al., 2017). Future research in edutainment
(Ferrara et al., 2012; Singhal, 2004) could extend this framework by testing whether



motivation-based personalization or motivationally aligned role models improve not only
engagement, but also persuasion and downstream behavioral outcomes.

Although the present studies focus on narrative interest, the proposed mechanism is not
inherently narrative-specific. A growing body of work conceptualizes demographic-similarity
biases as core selective mechanisms in cultural evolution (Henrich, 2016). Our findings, as well
as Maccoby & Wilson’s (1957) and Dore’s (2022), support an alternative account. We instead
propose that the primary engine driving narrative change (and, presumably, other forms of
cultural productions) may be the extent to which they are perceived to facilitate the fulfilment of
evolved motivations via goal-directed behavior (see the notion of ‘subjective selection’; Singh,
2022, 2025; see also Bouizegarene et al., 2024; Di Paolo et al., 2025). Similar considerations
have been developed extensively beyond the cultural evolutionary literature (Clark, 2011, 2019;
Gray & Fu, 2001; Lupyan & Clark, 2015; Ritchie et al., 2025).

Future research should examine whether the present findings generalize to other cultural
productions and, for stories, to related outcomes such as character identification and narrative
absorption. Our paradigm intentionally focused on minimal pitches because the central question
concerns the moment at which people decide whether a story is worth their attention. Extending
this work to longer narratives is clearly desirable, but it presents methodological challenges.
When participants are required to read or watch a full story they would not have chosen in
everyday life, variance in interest becomes entangled with numerous uncontrolled
factors—writing quality, pacing, emotional tone, theme, genre expectations—that can
overshadow or distort the influence of demographic or motivational cues. In contrast, brief
pitches allow researchers to isolate the information that observers actually use when making
initial engagement decisions. Future work may explore hybrid designs that preserve ecological
validity while systematically introducing richer narrative elements.
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