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Abstract 

 

This chapter explores how being perpetually connected and perpetually online affects experience 

with narrative.  We outline a model for understanding the complex interplay between media 

multitasking and narrative engagement.  We suggest that the relevance of multitasking to the 

narrative, and the sociality of that multitasking, influence narrative engagement and the capacity 

of narrative media to satisfy intrinsic needs.  Furthermore, we examine the differences between 

synchronous narrative engagement and asynchronous engagement, both often facilitated by on-

line activity.  Finally, we discuss the broader implications of narrative experience within a 

PO/PC society and suggest future directions for research.  
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The Experience of Narrative in the Permanently Online, Permanently Connected Environment: 

Multitasking, Self-Expansion, and Entertainment Effects 

 

Stories are a major form of entertainment that can be experienced in many forms of media from 

books and television to videogames, from large movie screens to mobile phones and tablets.  

Thus, we are never far from the possibility of experiencing a narrative (Vorderer, 2016), 

especially today in the permanently online, permanently connected (POPC) era.  The online 

experience itself in some measure may meet fundamental human needs for agency and 

competence, autonomy, and relatedness (Ryan & Deci, 2000).  The Temporarily Expanded 

Boundaries of the Self model (TEBOTS, Slater et al., 2014) proposes that narrative can provide a 

subjective experience of nearly unlimited agency, freedom to move through time, space, and 

person, and vicariously experienced relationship, to at least momentarily meet such needs in 

ways impossible through typical social experience.  The online-experience also provides 

expanded capacity for interpersonal connection, an experience of nearly unlimited choice of 

points of connection to the online world, and the capacity to make such choices easily, at the 

click of a mouse button.  Being online, then, very likely also provides the sense (or perhaps the 

illusion) of having addressed these fundamental human needs. At the same time, the affordances 

of the online world have the potential to both facilitate and undermine the experience of the story 

world, of narratives, which are increasingly consumed online or in tandem with online media 

use.    

 

Experiencing narrative in online environments, with opportunities for multi-screen use to access 

information about the story world, characters, and actors, to interact with friends and strangers 
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via social media, blogs, and fan fiction—together may transform what it means to be engaged 

with a narrative.  For example, if while watching the U.S.-produced fantasy television series 

Game of Thrones a viewer posts to Twitter and Facebook about the episode, instant messages a 

friend, looks up gossip on an actor’s sex life, retweets a humorous meme about a character, and 

checks a backstory line to clarify a plot twist—what happens to the ways people become 

engaged in a story? Such engagement has traditionally been conceptualized as combining the 

extent to which audiences feel as if they are inside the story world rather than simply 

experiencing it as readers or viewers (i.e., they are transported by a story; Gerrig, 1993) and the 

degree to which they are psychologically merged with, and feel connected to, characters (i.e., 

identify with characters; Cohen 2001).  The viewer is clearly not lost in the story world—but is 

actively immersed in the experience of the story, is engaged in social interaction centered around 

the story, and the story world and the life world of the individual have been brought closer 

together.  What does this mean for our thinking about narrative processing and narrative 

persuasion? 

 

In this chapter we explore the interplay between the affordances of the online media, POPC 

society, and narrative experience.  Our primary focus will be to outline a model for 

understanding media multitasking (see also Xu & Wang, this volume; David, this volume) and 

narrative engagement, and examining implications for various forms of involvement with 

narrative. 

 

Media Multitasking and Narrative Engagement 
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The rapid proliferation of mobile devices has fundamentally altered the ways in which  

audiences experience and engage with mediated content.  Media content and opportunities to 

engage such content are more available than ever, literally at our fingertips anytime and 

anywhere (Vorderer, 2016).  Communication scholars, however, have not yet fully re-

conceptualized and re-operationalized traditional constructs to account for this new normal in 

which people are nearly constantly connected to the internet (Vorderer & Kohring, 2013).  A 

model is needed to describe how using mobile devices while being exposed to other screen-based 

content may impact engagement with and processing of media content in a narrative context.  

We need to examine the questions:  How does multi-screening affect our processing of screen-

based content?  And how does multitasking affect narrative engagement? 

 

At its simplest, media multitasking occurs when two or more tasks are engaged in 

simultaneously and at least one of those tasks involves some form of media (Wang, Irwin, 

Cooper, & Srivastava, 2015).  Thus, examples of media multitasking include behaviors in which 

a media task is combined with a non-media task (such as watching TV while eating, listening to 

music while completing homework, or texting while driving) as well as behaviors in which 

multiple media are used concurrently (such as watching TV while surfing the Internet, listening 

to music while playing a video game, or texting while watching a movie). As these examples 

show, media multitasking encompasses a wide range of behaviors which employ cognitive 

resources in different ways (see Xu & Wang, this volume; David, this volume, for more in depth 

discussion of multitasking behaviors). 

 

One type of media multitasking, known as multi-screening, occurs when a person uses two or 



POPC AND NARRATIVE EXPERIENCE 7 

more screen-based media concurrently.  With the proliferation of mobile devices, multi-

screening has become a more and more prevalent practice.  Research has found that 52% of cell 

phone owners use their phones while watching TV and 84% of smartphone/tablet owners use 

their devices while watching TV (Pew, 2012; Nielsen, 2014).  Furthermore, behavioral data 

show that task switching during media multitasking is very fast-paced while also poorly recalled 

and under-reported, both when viewing television in conjunction with a second screen (Brasel & 

Gips, 2011) and when switching between video and other content on the same device (Yeykelis, 

Cummings, & Reeves, 2014).  Because television is a common medium for narratives, and 

research shows that multi-screening often occurs during television viewing (Giglietto & Selva, 

2014; Gil de Zúñiga, Garcia-Perdomo, & McGregor, 2015; Voorveld & Viswanathan, 2015), 

multi-screening is an important concept to investigate in this context.  

 

Though popular, multitasking has been found to have negative effects on comprehension, task 

accuracy, and task efficiency (Wang et al., 2015).  Multitasking includes a wide range of 

behaviors (see Xu & Wang, this volume; David, this volume), yet most previous studies have 

operated under the assumption that any type of multitasking would have the same effects.  In 

challenging this assumption, Wang, Irwin, Cooper, and Srivastava (2015) provide a useful 

framework for studying different types of media multitasking by using cognitive resource 

theories to describe 11 dimensions of media multitasking behaviors.  All of these dimensions are 

relevant to any investigation of media multitasking but the one that is most important when 

considering how multi-screening might moderate narrative processing is “task relevance.” 

According to Wang et al. (2015, p. 109), during relevant media multitasking, the concurrent 

tasks “serve related goals (or a single overarching goal).” Salvucci and Taatgen’s (2008) theory 
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of threaded cognition proposes that people organize information around their goals via cognitive 

“threads.” So tasks which have similar goals would be organized along the same thread and 

would, therefore, require fewer cognitive resources to complete simultaneously than tasks which 

have disparate goals and would, therefore, involve multiple threads competing for cognitive 

resources (see Xu & Wang, this volume; David, this volume, for a more in depth discussion of 

the dimensions of media multitasking and the application of threaded cognition to multitasking).  

 

Most media multitasking research in an experimental environment has involved the use of 

irrelevant tasks, though surveys and experiential sampling studies have suggested that relevant 

media multitasking is a more frequent practice. Wang et al. (2015), for example, used 

experiential sampling methods and found that participants were significantly more likely to 

report multitasking with relevant tasks (such as e-mailing and using Facebook, which are both 

social tasks) than irrelevant tasks (such as e-mailing and web browsing).  In keeping with 

threaded cognition theory, relevant media multitasking may have fewer deleterious effects than 

irrelevant multitasking.  Van Cauwenberge, Schaap, and van Roy (2014) experimentally tested 

irrelevant versus relevant multitasking with a small sample viewing television news, and found 

the expected difference for cognitive load yet not for comprehension.  Participants who engaged 

in relevant multitasking (i.e., were instructed to look up online information about newscast 

stories while watching the newscast) reported that they found it easier to follow the storylines of 

the newscast items than did participants who engaged in irrelevant multitasking (i.e., instructed 

to look up information about different stories from those in the newscast).  However, despite 

their perceived ease of processing, relevant multitaskers did not significantly outperform 

irrelevant multitaskers in their factual recall or comprehension of the storylines. 
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Traditional investigations of narrative engagement have examined various ways that people 

become involved with stories during exposure (e.g., J. Cohen, 2001; Csíkszentmihályi, 1990; M. 

Green & Brock, 2000; Lombard & Ditton, 1997; Sherry, 2004; Slater & Rouner, 2002).  Not all 

types of narrative engagement end as soon as the story ends, however.  People continue to 

engage with a narrative even while not synchronously watching it.  A common asynchronous 

construct studied in narrative is parasocial relationships (Horton & Wohl, 1956; Klimmt, 

Hartmann, & Schramm, 2006; Rubin & McHugh, 1987) There are, however, many other ways in 

which people may engage with the “universe” of a narrative, including reading or contributing to 

show or film wikis and blogs, participating in cosplay, producing videos, images, and memes, 

writing fan fiction, and so on.  Fan fiction, for example, has proliferated in today’s networked 

environment that facilitates creation of communities of shared passions.  For example, in a recent 

survey with over 700 participants on Amazon MTurk (an online platform through which 

researchers can post online studies and “workers” can choose to participate for a small amount of 

compensation), 9% of the sample reported they had written fan fiction and about 40% of the 

sample reported seeking out fan fiction to read (Ewoldsen & Bogert, unpublished data).  

Granted, MTurk likely over-represents a sample that is younger, internet-savvy, and has time on 

their hands.  Nonetheless, these results represent a non-trivial percentage, even if of a younger, 

networked sample.  Fanfiction.net is the most popular online repository of fan fiction.  In 2010, 

there were over 2.6 million users of FanFiction.net (Lennard, 2012).  Currently, there are over 

735,000 pieces of fan fiction about the Harry Potter series alone!  And, in addition to these 

creative media users who are engaged in remixing narratives via user-generated content, 

additional media users actively consume and recirculate that same user-generated content 
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through online networks (J. Green & Jenkins, 2011; Hillman, Procyk, & Neustaedter, 2014; 

Petersen, 2014).  In sum, engaging in fanfiction or other narrative related tasks both during and 

after exposure are a new type of multitasking that challenge the expectation that multitasking can 

only distract us from our main task.  Further, while multitasking typically focuses on tasks that 

take audiences away from the original narrative, readers of fan fiction in the PO/PC world may 

multitask by going back to the original narrative to engage in any number of activities such as 

ascertaining the fidelity of the fan fiction to the original narrative or simply enjoying favored 

episodes of the original. 

 

Multitasking may interfere with synchronous engagement by distracting audiences but it may 

enhance engagement with the narrative universe by providing opportunities for audiences to 

interact with narrative content in a variety of ways.  Therefore, explicating a wider range of 

engagement is important for accurately capturing how audiences engage with narratives in the 

highly connected online environment and how multitasking influences this engagement.  This is 

likely to necessitate a more nuanced look at both the types of tasks engaged in by POPC 

individuals and the forms of narrative engagement that may be impacted by multitasking. 

 

The proposed model (see Figure 13.1) hopes to contribute to theory by differentiating various 

dimensions of multitasking and suggesting that different types of multitasking may result in 

different outcomes.  The model also distinguishes between engaging with the narrative itself and 

engaging with the narrative universe so that the multitude of ways in which audiences can 

interact with narrative content both synchronously and asynchronously are highlighted.  

Updating these constructs will allow for the more accurate study of how narrative engagement 
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occurs in a perpetually connected world of mobile devices. 

 

[INSERT FIGURE 13.1 HERE] 

 

Figure 13.1 illustrates the proposed model for the effects of multitasking on screen-based 

narrative engagement and outcomes.  The main type of multitasking in this model is relevant 

multitasking.  Relevant multitasking refers, for instance, to using the internet to look up 

information about the characters, the actors, or elements of the plot.  The opposite of relevant 

multitasking is irrelevant multitasking, in which the concurrent task is irrelevant to the screen-

based narrative.  For instance, irrelevant multitasking might involve using the internet to read 

news, flip through a friend’s online pictures, or look up sports scores.  These activities represent 

competing sources of media content, which vary in the extent to which they present other forms 

of “narrative” – yet they all can represent rival means of satisfying intrinsic needs for agency, 

relatedness, and agency (Slater et al., 2014).  Irrelevant multitasking during exposure to media 

entertainment should decrease attention to the narrative and, therefore, should decrease all types 

of narrative engagement and outcomes.  As the model illustrates, however, relevant multitasking 

may have different effects that instead enhance attention, engagement, and outcomes.  

 

Before explaining the model’s processes further, it would be helpful to first define the different 

types of narrative engagement involved.  The first type of engagement, engagement with the 

synchronous narrative, refers to narrative engagement as it is traditionally thought of and 

includes key variables such as transportation, identification, absorption, and flow.  This is the 

type of engagement that occurs as a viewer is watching a narrative.  The other type of 
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engagement proposed by this model is that of engagement with the narrative universe.  This 

refers to engagement that occurs even when the person is not currently watching the narrative.  

Key variables in the literature that would fit this type of engagement include parasocial 

relationships and fandom.  Both of these variables focus mainly on relationships with characters, 

though engagement with the narrative universe could go beyond characters.  For instance, fans of 

the books and films centered on boy wizard Harry Potter know many of the details of the world 

that J.K. Rowling created and may go to Universal Studios in Orlando to experience a recreation 

of that world.  Similarly, fans of the Star Wars space opera saga may get into online arguments 

over the complex details of fictional spacecraft, creatures, and galactic laws.  Devoted fans of the 

Marvel Cinematic Universe, eagerly awaiting the next installment of that comic book superhero 

movie series, may edit their own fan-made trailers and publish them on YouTube months or 

years before the first genuine trailer appears.  Thus, there are many other ways that people may 

engage with these fictional universes beyond developing parasocial relationships with the 

characters.   

 

Multitasking may interfere with synchronous narrative engagement, as limited cognitive 

resources make it difficult to fully attend to a narrative and complete a different task.  Indeed, 

experiments have illustrated that irrelevant multitasking diminishes narrative transportation 

(Zwarun & Hall, 2012) and message comprehension (Jeong & Hwang, 2012, 2015).  There is, 

however, some evidence that children can multitask while watching TV without sacrificing 

comprehension (Anderson & Field, 1983; Anderson & Lorch, 1983; Crawley et al., 2002) 

because they use the formal features of the program (e.g., cuts, edits, voice overs) to direct their 

orienting of attention to the program (Calvert, Huston, Watkins, & Wright, 1982; Krull & 



POPC AND NARRATIVE EXPERIENCE 13 

Husson, 1979; Rice, Huston, & Wright, 1983).  Future research on dual tasking needs to consider 

the role of formal features in viewers’ orienting of attention to the program to come to a more 

complete understanding of how dual tasking is strategically managed (Roskos-Ewoldsen & 

Roskos-Ewoldsen, 2010).   

 

Whereas viewers may be able to use formal features to reorient to the screen-based narrative 

enough to maintain transportation and engagement despite distractions, relevant multitasking has 

the potential to actually enhance these processes.  Relevant multitasking may create a sort of 

attention cycle in which multitasking actually increases subsequent attention to the narrative, and 

thereby subsequent synchronous narrative engagement, and this synchronous narrative 

engagement may, in turn, lead to more relevant multitasking.  Content analysis of tweets about 

television programming has found that viewers used the second screen to express opinions and 

emotions and to engage in interpretation (Giglietto & Selva, 2014), and survey data suggest that 

second screening heightens discussion and elaborative processing about television content (Gil 

de Zúñiga et al., 2015).  

 

For instance, someone engaged in a storyline about an undocumented immigrant who may be 

deported while in a coma may decide to use the internet to look up information about medical 

repatriation.  What they learn about medical repatriation online may cause them to be even more 

engaged in the story, once their attention returns to the narrative.  A stronger effect of relevant 

multitasking is likely its impact on engagement with the narrative universe.  Deeper, more 

elaborative engagement (both during and outside of the actual viewing experience) may heighten 

the ability of the narrative experience to satisfy needs for competence, choice, and 
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connectedness.  For example, someone watching Game of Thrones may use the internet to look 

up information about the book series or to read fan theories about the “death” of leading 

protagonist Jon Snow. This type of relevant multitasking, with what Gray (2010) calls paratexts 

(as they exist outside the primary text) may distract from engagement with the synchronous 

narrative but is likely to increase interest in and engagement with the narrative universe of Game 

of Thrones.  

 

Indeed, a recent experiment placed television content in a multitasking situation with a second 

screen that featured a webpage with relevant program information as well as program-relevant 

tweets.  While the presence of the second screen content diminished concentration and 

immersion, neither the presence of the webpage nor the tweets affected perceptions of the 

program, such as interest, trustworthiness, likeability, value, and relatedness (Kusumoto, 

Kinnunen, Kätsyri, Lindroos, & Oittinen, 2014).  So, while relevant multitasking may strain 

attention, it does not necessarily harm and in many cases may augment and enhance, the 

comprehension, enjoyment, and effects of the narrative.  

 

In contrast, irrelevant multitasking presents both distractions that do not benefit narrative 

processing, and also present competing sources of intrinsic need satisfaction.  The mere presence 

of a mobile device diminishes attention and cognitive engagement (Przybylski & Weinstein, 

2012; Thornton, Faires, Robbins, & Rollins, 2014), likely because the connected device presents 

a link to competing social opportunities: other available real or ersatz social connections and 

experiences that have the potential to satisfy intrinsic needs through self-expansion.  Przybylski 

and Weinstein (2012) found that the effect was strongest and most disruptive when the primary 
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task involved more meaningful forms of communication.  The allure of other possible social 

connections, if irrelevant and in competition with the primary task, can degrade the ability to 

engage with and glean gratifications.  

 

For example, a recent study on the Temporarily Expanded Boundaries of the Self model 

(TEBOTS) illustrated that the presence of a self-affirmation buffer obviated the need for self-

expansive viewing responses during narrative exposure (Johnson, Slater, Silver, & Ewoldsen, 

2016).  When individuals were prompted to reflect on their most valued attributes, the integrity 

of their self-concept was protected and they subsequently reported less enjoyment, appreciation, 

and transportation into narrative stories that individuals who had not reflected on their own self-

worth. This is evidence that engagement with narratives is more needed by, and useful to, people 

whose self-concept is threatened or under stress. Indeed, those who reported a high need for 

meaning in life but did not receive a self-affirmation reported the most expansion of their self-

concept during reading a narrative (Johnson et al., 2016).  Elsewhere, it has been convincingly 

demonstrated that Facebook use provides the same self-affirming boost to the self-concept as the 

reflection on positive personal values used in a self-affirmation induction (Toma & Hancock, 

2013).  So, taking these studies in tandem, we could hypothesize that feeling self-affirmed via 

social media use would lead to weaker needs for narrative engagement.  The combination of 

mobile devices and social media place a large number of sources of self-expansion at our 

fingertips, which can either compete with (via irrelevant multitasking) or instead augment and 

improve (via relevant multitasking) more traditional staples of narrative entertainment such as 

television drama and comedy. 
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Another type of multitasking may moderate the relationship between relevant multitasking and 

attention to the narrative: social multitasking.  Social multitasking refers to multitasking which 

involves active interpersonal interactions (see also Walther, this volume; Utz, this volume).  For 

instance, watching a narrative while talking with other people who are physically present, texting 

or instant messaging with friends, or tweeting and receiving responses would all be examples of 

social multitasking.  When others are physically present during entertainment television 

exposure, multi-screening is less prevalent (Voorveld & Viswanathan, 2015) and there is less 

distraction from the television as primary task (Christensen, Bickham, Ross, & Rich, 2015).  

This negative link between co-viewing and multi-screening is perhaps partly because social 

multitasking can occur face-to-face in these situations rather than through mediated channels.  

However, less is currently known about social multitasking via messaging or social media.  

 

Social multitasking is in contrast to independent multitasking in which the viewer is not 

interacting with anyone (e.g., simply looking up information online).  Social multitasking may be 

relevant or irrelevant.  Relevant social multitasking refers to social interactions that are germane 

to the narrative, such as discussing the plot twists with friends.  Irrelevant social multitasking 

includes any social interactions which are not pertinent to the narrative.  Relevant social 

multitasking may increase both types of narrative engagement because active involvement with 

others may encourage viewers to attend to the narrative or the narrative universe so that they can 

fully participate in the social interaction.  The social presence of others, either physically 

(Bowman, Weber, Tamborini, & Sherry, 2013) or through their mediated presence (Thornton et 

al., 2014) can also produce arousal that influences the engagement with narrative.  The impact of 

this arousal is thought to be contingent on the complexity and challenge of the media stimulus 
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(Bowman et al., 2013; Przybylski & Weinstein, 2012).  Effects of co-viewing, attributed to 

modeling or emotional contagion, are also evident for happiness, enjoyment (E. Cohen, 

Bowman, & Lancaster, 2016), transportation, identification, and attitude change (Tal-Or, 2016; 

Tal-Or & Tsfati, in press).  Finally, social multitasking, whether mediated or unmediated, may 

involve synchronous or asynchronous co-viewing (Pittman & Tefertiller, 2015).  Media users 

may consume narratives at different times, yet still be able to meaningfully interact with each 

other regarding the content.  

 

Thus, the theoretical model broadly predicts that different types of multitasking (relevant vs. 

irrelevant; social vs. independent) will impact different types of narrative engagement 

(engagement with the synchronous narrative as well as engagement with the narrative universe), 

which will, in turn, impact the commonly studied narrative outcomes involving comprehension, 

enjoyment, and attitude/behavioral effects.  

 

Narrative Engagement in the Era of POPC 

 

The various forms of online multitasking behaviors that have been described in the above model 

should affect the ways readers and viewers engage with the content.  It is likely that the practice 

of being PO/PC has an impact not only on the behaviors associated with narrative exposure (the 

left side of the model) but also on the psychological processes that accompany such exposure.  

For example, because transportation is based on attentive absorption and flow (M. Green and 

Brock, 2000), every time we turn our attention from the text to another task (relevant or 

irrelevant) this is likely to decrease our attention and transportation.  It may be, as stated above, 
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that relevant multitasking adds to our emotional connection and knowledge of the story world 

and hence increases the intensity of our overall experience and sense of transportation, but the 

duration of our attentive exposure will necessarily decrease the more we multitask.  This is likely 

to be especially true if the multitasking is irrelevant (e.g., checking e-mails) or, most likely, 

mixed in nature.  Indeed, when our mobile device beeps or vibrates indicating a message or a 

Facebook or Twitter post, we do not know whether or not it is relevant to what we are doing.  It 

is only after we are distracted that we may find out that this distraction is relevant to the narrative 

universe and thus likely to enhance our engagement. 

 

Being POPC is also likely to change the nature of our mediated relationships and impact the 

ways we engage with fictional characters and the actors that play them.  Identification, very 

much like transportation, may be negatively affected by decreases in flow, but much more 

interesting are the effects of online engagement with the narrative universe on parasocial 

relationships and fandom.  J. Cohen (2009) has argued that whereas parasocial relationships are 

characterized by intimacy and resemble friendships, fandom is a more distant form of 

relationship.  We may adore, and be fans of, those we admire, those who we perceive are better 

than us and serve as our aspirational models.  Superheroes, star athletes, talented actors, or 

musicians are all heroes adored by fans because they exist at a pinnacle of achievement (and may 

be unreachable).  Thus, traditional fandom is characterized by distant adoration in contrast to 

parasocial relationships with more common personae (e.g., newscasters or talk show hosts) that 

are characterized by intimacy.  In accordance with this difference, parasocial relationships also 

have a bi-directional component in which viewers imagine not only a one-sided liking (as in 
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fandom) but also an imagined two-way relationship based on familiarity.  But perhaps this 

distinction is no longer valid. 

 

Being POPC is likely to blur the distinction between fandom and parasocial relationships.  Being 

Facebook friends with a hero, or receiving daily tweets from them, is likely to diminish the 

imagined distance between hero and fan.  As opposed to standing in a mass of adoring screaming 

fans in a concert fans may now get a photo on Instagram of what our favorite musician ate for 

lunch or receive a tweet they sent out to a friend for a birthday (Marwick & Boyd, 2011). 

Though, such celebrity performances may be acts of impression management as Marwick and 

boyd (2011, p. 144) argue: “Determining whether readers are watching an ‘authentic’ individual 

or a performed ‘celebrity’ persona is not entirely the point; it is the uncertainty that creates 

pleasure for the celebrity-watcher.”  It is hard to imagine that such increasingly frequent and less 

formal contact would not increase intimacy.   

 

And as for that local news anchor with whom audience members have had a parasocial 

relationship these same daily interactions via social media channels allow them to feel as if the 

anchor is part of their lives in an ongoing way.  This persistent interaction should increase the 

sense of intimacy in parasocial relationships even further.  Permanent connection and frequent 

interaction are also likely to strengthen the illusion of reciprocity in that fans can now post and 

react to the frequent messages (seemingly) emanating from characters and celebrities.  Fans can 

now also co-follow brands, music, and other celebrities along with a parasocial partner or hero 

(Rama, Garimella, & Weber, 2014).  Some celebrities directly respond to fans (Marwick & 

Boyd, 2011) and have even been known to follow some of their fans back, thus intensifying the 
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illusion of a two-way relationship even further.  Importantly and interestingly, the daily routine 

presence of mediated partners is not limited to actors and celebrities.  Fictional characters also 

have Facebook pages and Twitter accounts that can strengthen the illusion that is at the basis of a 

parasocial relationship.  Thus, it is possible to hypothesize that online involvement with 

celebrities should increase intimacy and decrease distance thereby making fandom and 

parasocial relationships more similar.  

 

Another significant way that the era of PO/PC has likely impacted mediated relationships is that 

it has increased, by orders of magnitude, their sociability and publicness.  Social networks not 

only strengthen connections to media friends and heroes but also to other fans, so that ruminative 

performances about favorite media often become social.  Johnson and Van Der Heide (2015) 

have argued that online, public display of media tastes will reinforce attitudinal liking of that 

same media content.  Furthermore, they demonstrated that social feedback from others played a 

key role in this process of public commitment to media.  If just a decade ago a fan of the sci-fi 

franchise Star Trek had to travel to fan conventions or wait till those came to their towns 

(Jenkins, 1992), now communities of fans are constantly around us, potentially interacting with 

us and alongside us in an “always on” fashion (Hillman et al., 2014).  Technological affordances 

allow fans to interact in a multitude of modalities, by consuming, sharing, and discussing not 

only the original narrative texts but also user-generated content that reworks and appropriates the 

texts to take engagement with narratives even further.  

 

This has another side effect.  Even if fandom or parasocial relationship with a specific persona or 

hero may be viewed as odd by family and peers and perhaps even frowned upon (because of 
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either our choices of mediated relationship partners or the intensity of this relationship), social 

networks provide constant access to others that share and support these feelings.  Indeed, social 

network sites can be seen as sanctioning fandom and parasocial relationships, which is why 

celebrities expend great resources to develop their social media following.  Though displaying 

extreme personal sadness following the death of a celebrity or a fictional character may be seen 

as over-dramatic and inappropriate, social network sites provide communities that allow for 

sanctioned and very convenient outlets for such expressions (Forman, Kern, & Gil-Egui, 2012).  

In their analysis of memorial or R.I.P pages on Facebook, Forman et al. (2012) report that over 

25% of the pages they found were set up for deceased celebrities and that 16% were for 

“deceased” fictional characters, places, or things.  These figures suggest that social media are 

commonly used to perform mourning of people with whom one does not have a real-world social 

connection.  

 

In sum, there are many ways in which being PO/PC and multitasking should impact how we 

engage with stories.  Whether with the narrative itself or the narrative universe, synchronously or 

through subsequent ruminative performance, alone or together, media stories are often 

experienced in a much more complex way than they were before the diffusion of mobile 

computing devices.  Such devices now offer multiple ways to integrate additional content as well 

as other people into the experience of narratives.  Such integration can and should impact 

engagement with narratives in multiple and complex ways and should also affect the outcomes of 

narrative exposure.  We have just begun thinking and theorizing about such processes. 

  

Conclusion 
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In this chapter, we have outlined a model for the impact of online affordances and multi-

screening on engagement with narrative.  We have used this as a framework to explore in some 

detail the impact of online multitasking on narrative effects, given the interplay between 

multitasking and active engagement with both the synchronous narrative and the larger narrative 

world.  Both forms of engagement allow audiences to meet the same core human needs of an 

expanded sense of agency, autonomy, and affiliation.   

 

Previous work has illustrated how a need to expand the boundaries of the self-concept, to satisfy 

inherently frustrated self-determination needs, motivates human engagement with narratives 

(Johnson, Ewoldsen, & Slater, 2015; Johnson et al., 2016).  Likewise, this TEBOTS perspective 

also describes how narrative effects are enhanced by storylines and portrayals that allow the 

individual to step beyond their own experiences and boundaries (e.g., by empathizing with an 

out-group member; Chung & Slater, 2013).  In the present chapter, we have turned our attention 

to how self-expansion through narrative is both impeded and enhanced by the POPC 

environment.  The relevance of multitasking to the narrative, and sociality of that multitasking, 

have major implications for narrative engagement and the capacity of narrative media to expand 

boundaries and satisfy intrinsic needs.  

 

Of course, laying out these ideas is just the beginning.  Considerable work remains to be done in 

testing and refining the proposed model, and in better understanding how the new world of 

multiscreen use will impact narrative experience.  In addition, the phenomenon of asynchronous 

engagement with narratives, both off-screen and on other screens, may require some 
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reconceptualization of what involvement with a narrative and story characters means outside of 

the immediate experience of the story world itself.  Notably, the concepts of fandom, parasocial 

interaction, and involvement with the narrative universe may all require reconceptualization as 

well as new operationalizations. 

 

New media have brought audiences not only new channels of delivery, but also new forms and 

new quantities of content choices.  In addition to voluminous professional storytelling, the 

individual is now invited to produce and share their own life as a mediated narrative, and to 

consume the mediated lives of others as narratives, too (Stefanone, Lackaff, & Rosen, 2010).  

This explosive growth of narratives provides new opportunities for highly meaningful, satisfying 

engagement with all kinds of stories, by serving both interactivity and niches.  Yet this growth 

also produces a staggering amount of competition amongst narratives and more potential for 

distributed, degraded attention. 

 

Other issues may be broader and have additional social implications.  As stories and 

entertainment meet social media, fan fiction, and audience/fan communities, what happens when 

these stories are closely associated with political, social, religious, and ideological identities?  

There is ample reason to believe that self-selection of media content and of on-line communities 

is a means for developing and maintaining distinctive social identities (Slater, 2015).  Stories and 

narratives are means of expressing values and perspectives that characterize social identity.  

Communities centered around such stories are also likely to be communities of shared identity.  

It may be that the world of story, of narrative, may increasingly become, at least in some cases, a 

tribal one, in which cybercommunities can gather about their virtual fire and invest themselves 
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that much more deeply in the values, the hopes, and the social roles implicit in the stories they 

have come to love.  

 

These processes, in which managing multiple media, together and alone, shapes the engagement 

with narrative media, have important implications for media effects.  By accounting for the 

nature of the permanently online, permanently connected media environment, we can better 

understand when, why, and how media narratives allow the individual to transcend the limits of 

their self-concept, and satisfy their needs for competence, choice, and connectedness.  
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