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Abstract: 

Dominant stands consider that films elicit universal experiences. However, data from audio-

visual design suggests that the cultural background of the audience might influence film 

perception. In this paper, we explored whether emotional experiences of films change 

depending on the cultural openness of the audience. Thus, we presented three culturally 

different films (produced in Spain, Finland and US) matched in genre and topic to a Spanish 

audience varying in cultural orientation. Our aim was to investigate if cultural 

cosmopolitanism, people’s interest for other cultures, influences their experience of 

culturally loaded films. We captured viewers’ experiences by means of an on-line voting 

system where viewers indicated the more interesting scenes, and by means of an off-line 

questionnaire that qualified participants’ voting responses. Results showed very few 

differences between films and groups, suggesting that, some emotions might be universally 

experienced by some aspects of the films.  
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Introduction 

For a number of years some researchers have tried to understand the elements and 

features of a film that makes it interesting for the audience (Silvia & Berg, 2011; Tan, 1996; 

Tarvainen et al., 2014). Thus, some aspects of the narrative, the acting, the visual 

composition and musical elements may interact to produce emotional experiences in the 

viewers. An essential property of films is their power to produce emotional reactions 

despite the fact that viewers know that the scenes they are presented with are not reality 

but fiction. Our experiences of films seem to depend on our emotions, and it is therefore, 

critical to ask how do the general properties of human emotions affect our films 

experiences, and how can we explain properties of film experience on the ground of the 

general properties of human emotions. Of course, understanding film experiences and 

emotional reactions to films is a lifelong project that goes far beyond a single study. Hence, 

in this paper we address a more specific problem as we aim to analyse on-line emotional 

experiences of full scripted films to explore the extent to which these experiences contain 

universal properties or are culturally mediated. From this view, we indirectly address the 

classic problem of the universality versus diversity of emotional processing (Darwin, 1872; 

Ekman, 1973). 

Arguments in favour of the universal view of emotions come mainly from studies 

showing that many different cultures have similar ways of naming and recognising 

emotions; the words happy, surprise, fear, disgust, anger, or sad are present in all 

languages; they are expressed using the same facial movements, and they are similarly 

recognised across cultures (Ekman, 1973; Ekman, Friesen, & Ellsworth, 1972; Izard, 1977, 

but see a recent review by Gendron, Crivelli, & Barrett, 2018 for a non-universalist position 

of emotional recognition of facial expressions). This point is important for the film industry 

as it suggests that our emotional experience of films could be, in part, culturally universal, 

and that it might be possible to find cultural universals for the emotional language of film. In 

fact, cinematographic resources for conveying meaning and emotions are usually described 

by film experts as universal norms. Thus, it is easy to read about specific ways of using the 

camera to convey emotions, the angle you use, the frame composition, the distance, etc., 

are explained as ways to induce emotional specific experiences (Brown, 2003; Nielsen, 

2005). For example, the following is a description of ways that perceptual film phenomena 

produce emotions (Tan, 1996, pp. 12 ):  

 

… film has a distinct advantage when spatiotemporal aspects of the stimulus are 

major causes of emotion. The sight of a giant spider in a film evokes more fear 

than do the words 'giant spider' in a written narrative. Furthermore, proximity 
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of a negative event, a cause for fear, has a one-to-one correspondence to the 

spatiotemporal aspects of the film stimulus. 

 

This reflects the idea that perceptual phenomena universally evoke specific emotions. From 

this view, video producers and filmmakers have expert knowledge of the effect that 

different angles, distances, movements, etc. have on the emotional experiences of the 

viewers. This relates to recent approaches that have borrowed the users’ experience 

approach to investigate audio-visual products (e.g. Tarvainen et al. 2014). The idea is to 

identify features of the audio-visual product that have the desired impact on the audience. 

The aim is to “design” films and audio-visual products that enhance the overall experience 

of the viewers including their thoughts, perceptions, or feelings by including perceptual and 

technical features that elicit them.  

However, although this approach may prove useful to identify common elements 

that raise interest and evoke emotions in the general audience, it is possible that the 

cultural background and experience of the viewers may influence the way film contents and 

perceptual features impact the audience.   In fact, basic research and theories have 

questioned the universality of emotional recognition, since even the studies showing 

similarities across cultures have also shown some cultural variations in the way facial 

expression and basic emotions are recognised (Gendron et al., 2018; Mesquita & Frijda, 

1992). Recent models emphasize that emotions occur in social interactions and they serve 

specific functions within a context. From this, emotions can be culturally diverse since some 

will be more frequently experienced than others within a given culture, and they might also 

show some variations depending on personal experiences and context (Boiger & Mesquita, 

2012). Although some researchers have taken extreme positions, the general view is that 

theories need to accommodate some degree of universality and contextual variations and 

that they should try to specify which components of emotions are similar or diverse across 

cultures and contexts (Mesquita & Frijda, 1992; Russell, 1994; Scherer & Wallbott, 1994).   

This basic view can also be applied to films and audio-visual products.  Thus, it is 

possible that a film product developed in a country and a cultural context does not have the 

same impact on the users of another country or culture. In the field of design this seems to 

be an important concern. Although, it is possible to find some features that users may 

generally consider usable and, many factors seem to be strongly influenced by cultural 

values (Ito & Nakakoji, 1996). Studies looking at cultural factors across nationalities and 

within national cultures have identified dimensions in which people differ. For example, 

Hofstede (2010) has identified six cultural dimensions in which people from different 

countries differ:  Power distance, Individualism vs. Collectivism, Uncertainty avoidance, 

Masculinity vs. femininity, Long-term orientation vs. short-term orientation, Indulgence 

versus restraint. These dimensions may also have an effect on how people experience and 

react to films and other audio-visual products. Similarly, films produced in different 

countries may reflect different values along these dimensions and may be perceived 

differently by people from other national background (Hofstede, 2010). 
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Similarly, recent research also suggests that within a country, people with apparently 

similar cultural background, may differ in their cultural habits, and in their openness to 

experience and the frequency of consuming foreign product and habits (Cleveland et al., 

2009; Hannerz, 1990; Skrbis and Woodward, 2007; Szerszynski and Urry, 2002; Woodward 

et al., 2008). This openness to foreign culture has been termed ‘cosmopolitan orientation’, 

and it is usually accompanied by a tendency to experience cultural products and services 

and to travel and visit foreign countries. Rössel and Schroedter (2015) characterized 

cosmopolitan cultural consumption by its openness for and engagement with cultural 

products and services from foreign cultures (pg. 81). This orientation might, therefore have 

an influence in the type of elements that people find interesting or moving within a film, or 

they might influence whether they find interesting cultural-foreign elements within a film. 

For example, a recent study by Savage and Meuleman (2013) analysed the geographic range 

of cultural and aesthetic tastes for films, books and music in Dutch participants and found 

different dimensions that determined people preferences. One dimension went from 

people with high interest in all cultures (national and transnational) and with very culturally 

engaged habits, to people with local tastes and very disengaged of cultural habits. Another 

dimension went from preferences for American popular culture to preferences for European 

culture. Finally, the third dimension went from people who preferred exclusively Dutch 

cultural products to people who preferred any other combination of cultures. Some of these 

dimensions are related to education and age (e.g. like for American products), but they also 

seem to reflect forms of relating to culture that vary in terms of engagement and openness. 

From, this perspective, it makes also sense to study individual differences in film 

preferences as they relate to people cultural orientation.  

Our aim in this paper is to address the question of whether individual differences on 

cultural orientation (cosmopolitan orientation) influence the emotional experiences of the 

films. An obvious assumption is to think that people with more opened forms of life 

(cosmopolitan orientation) would be more tolerant and positive to films coming from 

different countries and with cultural elements different from their own. Therefore, we 

expected that individual differences would be more evident for culturally different films.      

The methodological approach of the study is to combine quantitative and qualitative 

data to assess individual differences in reaction to the films depending on cultural 

orientation.  Our aim in this paper was to use our recently developed ‘quantitative voting 

method’ (see Cañas-Bajo et al., in press) and combine it with qualitative data 

(questionnaires and interviews) to assess differences in film preferences for people with 

different cultural orientations. As we are interested in understanding factors, which increase 

the success of films, the users' experience approach was used to analyse aspect of culturally 

different films. In the study, we assessed interest as a complex critical emotion that may 

determine the success of a film. Interest was captured on-line by asking participants to press 

a key whenever they thought their interest was raised by a particular scene while they were 

watching a film. They were also asked to provide the emotional valence of their experienced 

interest (the system uses two different buttons to signal positive and negative emotions). 
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The number of presses to the buttons provided online indexes of interest and emotional 

valence. In addition, viewers’ experiences were qualified by asking participants  off-line to 

rate their experience of some movie components (narrative, visual, music, characters, etc.) 

and by providing rating reflecting the extent to which they felt specific emotions (happy, 

sad, anger, surprise, etc.).  

 

Methodology 

The study consisted of a single session with three phases. In the first and third phases of the 

study, participants were asked to fill out questionnaires regarding the movie they would see 

(first phase) or they have just seen (third phase) and different aspects of their cultural 

orientation. In the second phase, participants watched three movies and were asked to 

indicate through a voting system (see below) the sequences that they thought interesting 

and critical for understanding the film. All participants were involved in a single session 

where they filled out the questionnaires and watch the films. However they were 

distributed in six groups with different schedules (according to the participants’ availability) 

and with different order of presentation of the movies.  

Participants: A group of 59 Spanish participants (mean age = 22.7, SD = 3.01, 36 

women and 23 men) took part in the study. Participants were recruited by posting a 

Facebook announcement in which the purpose and the procedure for the study was 

explained.  In addition, they were offered the possibility of choosing among different dates 

and schedules since they would be presented with three full-scripted films along a full day. 

They were informed that they would have to watch the three films but after presentation of 

each film there would be a break where they would be offered food and beverages. 

Participants were distributed in six groups of 5 to 18 participants. We excluded participants 

who worked in film industries as well as students of films, audiovisuals, communication 

studies, etc.  

Materials: We selected three films that differ in the country where they were 

produced and in the language they were presented, however they shared the genre (drama) 

and main theme (children of war). The selected films were The Empire of the Sun (US), 

Ispansi (Spain) and Mother of Mine (Finland). We selected these films since they have 

survived the test of time in their respective countries. In addition, they all convey positive 

and negatively balanced emotional experiences, and therefore they were suitable to assess 

their emotional profile. The Finish and US films were played in Finnish and English 

respectively with Spanish subtitles so that participants would be able to understand the 

dialogues. An additional reason to select these films is that they came from countries that 

differ according to many of Hofstede’s cultural dimensions. Thus Spain seems to differ from 

Finland and United States in a number of dimensions such as individualism, uncertainty 

avoidance and indulgence (Hofstede, 2010; Morden, 1999; Van Everdingen & Waarts, 2003). 

These differences in cultural dimension are probably reflected in national films and may be 

perceived differently by people from different cultures.  
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Procedure 

As mentioned, participants took part in a single session (from 11 am to 7pm) where they 

watched three different films and fill out questionnaires.  

Questionnaires: Before and after watching the movies, participants were asked to fill 

out three questionnaires with questions regarding the participants’ background, their 

expectations before watching the movies and their experiences and emotions while they 

were watching the movie.  

Two of the questionnaires were offered before watching the films and we gathered 

information about the demographic features of the participants, their interest about other 

cultures and their knowledge and interest in cinema. The purpose was to be able to 

evaluate if cultural or demographic aspects of the participants would underlie the obtained 

results. First, we adapted the questionnaire by Silvia and Berg (2011) to assess participants’ 

knowledge and interest in films in a scale ranging from 1 (low interest) to 5 (high interest). 

Second, we added the following questions regarding cultural aspects to the questionnaire 

and asked the participants: How interested are you in learning about cultures different from 

yours? What is your level of spoken English compression? How many times have you 

travelled abroad in the last five years? How many different countries have you visited? We 

introduced questions regarding travelling and language since Rössel and Schroedter (2015) 

provided data suggesting that the number of continents visited, long stays in other 

countries, and the linguistic capital predicted many indicators of cosmopolitan consumption.   

The second questionnaire aimed to capture the participants’ expectation about the 

movie before watching it, and after reading a brief synopsis and other technical aspects of 

the movie. Hence, before each film was presented, they were asked to read a summary of 

the film and to answer some questions regarding their expectancies about the film (10 

minutes). Then, they watched the film, and they were asked to fill out a questionnaire 

regarding the experiences and emotions elicited by the film. In this questionnaire, we 

wanted to assess the participants’ actual conscious experiences of the films, after watching 

each of them. Thus, some questions were directed to their overall experience of the films 

(they were asked to rate in a scale from 1 (low) to 5 (high) to what extent they found the 

film interesting and entertaining), and some others were directed to rate specific emotions 

(positive feeling, sadness, boredom, etc.). 

The third questionnaire aimed to evaluate the participants’ final experience of the 

whole movie as well as the specific aspects related to it (plot, acting, visual composition, 

music...), and therefore was offered after watching each movie. This questionnaire 

contained three open questions in which participants were asked to explain what aspects of 

the movie they have liked the most and the least, and which elements they considered 

could be improved in the movie. The purpose of this last questionnaire was to use Content 

Analysis of the participants’ responses to identify features of the movies that might differ in 

importance for the audiences of different cultural background and to see how these 

features are present in the scenes extracted by the voting system.   
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Watching the film and voting: In the second phase of the study, people were asked 

to signal the sequences in the film that raised their interest and they thought were central 

for understanding the film. For this we used a voting system consisting of two sticks with a 

bottom at the end that participants could press to signal the sequences they thought critical 

(see Figure 1). Participants were asked to hold the sticks in their hands and to press the 

button if they thought the sequence was critical an interesting. In addition, they were 

instructed to press the right or left button to indicate a positive or negative valence-reaction 

(the hands for positive and negative responses were counter-balanced across participants).   

This voting system was synchronized with the movie and the participants were asked to 

press either of the two bottoms every time they considered the sequence critical for the 

final experience of the movie. The system recorded the participants’ responses so that it 

was possible to identify the critical sequences by looking at the frequency of responses 

(critical sequences were those with more bottom press) and whether the overall valence for 

these critical sequences was negative or positive. The advantage of this voting system is that 

allows capturing participants’ emotional responses with minimum disruption of attention to 

the movie.  Reliability and validity of the data from this voting system has been discussed 

elsewhere (see Cañas-Bajo, et al., in press). 

 

 
Figure 1: Picture of the stick for the voting system. 

 

Data Analyses 

To assess the cosmopolitan orientation of our participants, we analysed the demographic 

questionnaire which included not only questions regarding demographics features of our 

sample, (e.g. age, level of education, nationality, etc.), but also a series of cultural items 

regarding interest in other cultures (from 1 to 5), knowledge of English (from 1 to 5), 

amount of travels abroad and number of countries visited. In order to understand whether 

the four cultural questions in this questionnaire were reliably measures of the same latent 

variable (interest in other cultures), a Cronbach's alpha was run on the sample of 59 

participants in the study.  The results showed a high level of internal consistency (.678).  A 
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Principal Axis Factor (PAF) with a Promax rotation of the 4 Likert scale questions from this 

attitude survey questionnaire was conducted on data gathered from 59 participants.  

An examination of the Kaiser-Meyer Olkin measure of sampling adequacy suggested 

that the sample was factorable (KMO=.690). The results of the analysis yielded two factors 

after three convergent iterations. We termed Factor 1 Intended Cultural Interest since the 

only variable with high load in this factor was Interest in other cultures (.99). English 

knowledge had a weight of .31, while Number of countries visited and Frequency of 

travelling loaded -20 and 0.05, respectively. Hence, this factor reflects cultural interest 

regardless participants’ objective knowledge of other countries.  We termed Factor 2 

Objective Cultural Interest (Travel and English) since the variables with high load in this 

factor were Number of countries visited (.98), Frequency of travelling (.87) and Knowledge of 

English (.69). Hence, this component seems to include variables that indicate objective 

knowledge of other countries and cultural elements. The dissociation between these two 

factors is interesting since they reflect different aspects of cultural openness (see Goldberg 

et al., 2016 for other dissociations): the first more theoretical and subjective based on the 

participants own perception of their interest in other cultures; the second, more objective, 

since it includes actual behaviours such as travelling and language knowledge that clearly 

reflect exposure to other cultures.   

Very importantly, our second factor (Objective Cultural interest) included the 

variables (language and travel) that Rössel and Schroedter (2015) showed as important 

predictors of cosmopolitan consumption. For this reason and because cosmopolitan 

orientation was more objectively captured by exposure to other countries and languages, 

we are reporting here the data regarding individual differences in this factor1, and we use 

this factor to define our groups. Since we wanted to explore whether cosmopolitan 

orientation influenced the expectations, experiences and emotions elicited by the films, we 

classified participants in two groups according to their scores in the factor and include 

groups as factors both when analysing Z-Scores from the voting system, and the results of 

the questionnaires. The first group corresponded to those whose scores lied below the 25th 

percentile (16 participants), the second those who lied above the 75th percentile (14).  

 

Overall interest: on-line voting 

In order to operationalize and measure the interest raised by the films as they unfold on 

time, we performed analyses on the number of button presses per sequence (see Cañas-

Bajo et al., in press, for a similar approach). For the analyses, we divided the movies into 

sequences and coded the number of registered presses by participant and sequence. We 

then normalized the data by calculating absolute Z-scores (larger scores represent more 

presses) for each participant and calculated the mean average score for each scene. In order 

to measure the overall interest raised in each group for each film, we performed analyses in 

the transformed Z-Scores for number of button presses per sequence (proxy of overall 

interest) with Film and Group as independent variables (see first row Table 1).  The results 

of the ANOVAs yielded no significant difference among the overall interest of the films, with 
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Film F (2, 56) = 2,9, MSe = 3.63, p = .06, ηp2 = .09; Group, F (1, 28) = 1.8, MSe = 12.38, p = 

.19, ηp2 = .06 or their interaction F (2, 56) = 1.8, MSe = 3.63, p = .17, ηp2  = .06. Figure 2a, 2b 

and 2c reflects the interest distribution across the sequences of the films for each (low and 

high group) for each film and cultural dimension. Inspection of these figures shows that 

there is a large overlap on the sequences that produced interest in the different groups. 

Hence, these analyses suggest that participants’ experiences of the films are independent of 

the participants’ cultural orientation and of the culture in which the film were produced.   

Because we found small differences between films and some interesting tendencies 

in the analyses reported above, and our sample was relatively small, we decided to perform 

further analyses directly comparing the three films for the complete sample. Thus, we 

averaged the z scores of each participant for each film and used them in a regression 

analysis in which cultural orientation was considered as a continuous variable and the 

complete sample was introduced in the analyses to calculate regression coefficients for each 

film with z-scores (interest) as dependent variable and cultural orientation as predictor. For 

the three films the regression analyses yielded no significant coefficients, R2 = .001 ; β = 

.031 , p = .81  for the Empire of the Sun, R2 = .001 ; β = .13 , p  = .34 for Ispansi, and  R2 = 

.001 ; β = .04 , p = .79, for Mother of Mine, suggesting that cultural orientation did not 

predict the degree of interest independently of whether the film was from the same cultural 

background or from a different culture.  This provide additional support to the idea that 

cultural orientation did not influence the way in which participants reacted to films 

independently of whether the film was from the same or different nationality of the 

participants.  

 

 
Figure 2a: Mean Z-scores for each sequence and culturally oriented group for the The Empire of the 

Sun. 
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Figure 2b: Mean Z-scores for each sequence and culturally oriented group for the Ispansi. 

 

 
Figure 2c: Mean Z-scores for each sequence and culturally oriented group for Mother of Mine. 

 

Subjective overall experience of the film  

As mentioned, to assess the participants’ actual experiences of the films, after watching 

each film, participants were asked about their overall experience of it.  Thus, they were 

asked to rate in a scale from 1 (low) to 5 (high) to what extent they found the film 

interesting, and if they thought it entertaining. Mean scores and standard deviations on 

these scales for each movie and group are summarized in Table 1.We performed mixed 

ANOVAS with Film and Group as factors for each of these dimensions. The results of these 

analyses revealed a main effect of Film on the dimensions Interesting, F (2, 56) = 4.01, MSe = 
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1.3, p = .02, ηp2 = .12; and Entertaining, F (2, 56) = 4.11, MSe = 5.09, p = .02,. Post hoc 

comparisons indicated that there were significant differences in the Interesting dimension 

between Ispansi and Mother of Mine (p < .05), with lower scores for the latter. As for 

Entertaining, the only significant difference was between Empire of the Sun and Ispansi (p < 

.05), with lower scores for the first. The main effect of group was not significant in the 

Entertaining dimension, F < 1, and did not reach significance in the Interesting dimension 

Group, F (1, 28) = 3.1, MSe = 1.9, p < .08, ηp2 =. 10 although there was a small tendency by 

the high group to find the three movies less interesting than the low group, but more 

importantly, the interaction between group and film did not reach significance in the 

Entertaining F < 1, or the interesting dimension, F (2,56) = 2.6, MSe = 3.4, p >.08, ηp2 = .08. 

An additional interesting point here that can be seen in Table 1 is that the participants’ 

experience of the films was moderate, in the sense that in most dimensions they rated the 

movies around the middle point of the scale or somewhat below it. Importantly, this pattern 

uniformly applies to the three movies that showed similar scores for rated experienced.  

 
Table 1: Means and standard deviation for each film in z-sores button presses (voting system), 

interesting dimension and entertaining dimension of the experience questionnaire and for each of 

the dimensions of the emotional experience questionnaire as a function of Travel & language. Scores 

reflect responses in a scale from 1 (low) to 5 (high). 

 

Rating of the emotions elicited by the films 

As before, we performed mixed model ANOVAs with Film and Group as factors for each of 

the emotional dimensions in the questionnaire (see Table 1 for descriptive statistics). The 

results of these analyses showed main effects of Film in Positive Feelings, F (2, 56) = 12.0, 

MSe =.50, p < .001, ηp2 = .30, and Surprise, F (2, 56) = 3.7, MSe = .70,  p < .03, ηp2= .11 with 

lower scores for Ispansi than for EoS (p <  -001) and Moher of Mine (p < -05). There was also 

a main effect of Sadness, F (2, 56) = 13.01, MSe = ,72, p < .001, ηp2 = .32 with post hoc 

comparisons revealing that Mother of Mine had significantly higher scores than Ispansi. 
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None of the other dimension showed significant effect. Similarly, the main effect of Group 

and its interaction with film was not significant for any of the dimensions with all the Fs 

between 1 and 1.5, and with all p > .20. Interestingly, mean scores on each dimension in 

Table 1 reflect that participants seemed to experience positive feelings, curiosity, sadness 

and boredom to a larger extent than other more extreme feelings such as disgust, anger or 

fear. These larger scores for moderate emotions might correspond with the participants’ 

moderate ratings regarding their experience of the movie as moderately interesting and 

likable. Importantly, these scores also show that the pattern of emotions was similar for the 

three films. 

 

Content Analyses of open questions  

Finally to assess more qualitative aspects of the viewers’ experiences that might not have 

been captured by the more specific expectancy, experience, and emotion questionnaires, 

we analysed the open verbalizations to the questions where participants were asked to 

explain what aspects of the movie they liked the most and the least. We performed content 

analyses of the participants’ verbalizations as described by Weber in his book Basic Content 

Analysis (Weber 1990). The approach for the content analysis was data-driven because the 

focus was to identify the elements and properties of the films that raised the interest on the 

audience. We identified semantic units and categorized them into broader categories. Table 

2 shows the recorded number of elements within each broad category (Narrative, Acting, 

Visual Composition, Music, Time and Rhythm).   

 
Table 2: Number of written verbalizations from the questionnaire responses for each film in 

identified broad category.  

 

‘Narrative’ referred to verbalizations regarding elements of the plot, characters, dialogues, 

historical moment, or evaluating the quality of narrative features; ‘Acting’ referred 

verbalizations regarding aspects of the actors’ interpretation, ‘Visual composition’ 

represented verbalizations regarding characterization, makeup and settings, and ‘Audio 

composition’ referred to verbalizations regarding the music and voice-over. Inspection of 

Table 2 indicated that Narrative was the most frequent category in the viewers’ answers. 
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Most importantly, again with few exceptions, the distribution of the participants’ 

verbalizations was very similar for the three films.  

In summary, the data analyses performed on the participants’ expectancies and 

experiences of the movies both on-line (through the voting system), or off-line (through 

questionnaires and open questions), seem to suggest that our participants with a similar 

Spanish-culture background, perceived and experience the three culturally different movies 

in similar manners.   

 

Discussion 

Our aim with this study was to explore the extent to which emotional experiences when 

viewing full scripted films contained universal properties or, on the contrary, they were 

culturally mediated. In line with Universalists positions regarding emotional processes 

(Ekman, 1973), film experts implicitly discuss many of the cinematographic resources and 

techniques (frame composition, distance, angles, etc.) as universal ways of conveying 

specific emotions (Brown, 2003; Nielsen, 2005). However, more recent theoretical 

approached to emotional processing (Boiger & Mesquita, 2012), and data on social media 

and audio-visual design suggests that many perceptual and emotional experiences might be 

strongly influenced by cultural values (Ito & Nakakoji, 1996). On the one hand, studies 

looking at cultural factors across nationalities have identified dimensions in which people 

from different countries and nationalities differ (Hofstede, 2010), with some 

demonstrations that aesthetic appreciation may vary with geographical location and culture 

(O’Connell, 2014). On the other hand, another set of studies have shown that, within a given 

culture, people ‘cosmopolitan orientation’ influence cultural habits, and openness to 

experience foreign product (Cleveland et al., 2009; Skrbis & Woodward, 2007).  

Hence, in our study we aimed to assess emotional experiences of viewers and to 

look at the effects of culture. We compared Spanish viewers’ expectancies and experiences 

of films produced in countries that differed in important cultural dimensions such as Spain, 

Finland or US (Hofstede, 2010). In this case, all the viewers came from identical national 

backgrounds (Spain), and the films were selected so that the genre and topic were similar, 

although the country of production and the underlying script reflected historical and 

cultural elements of their corresponding countries. We also compared participants with 

different cultural orientations and compared their expectations and emotional experiences 

of the films. For this, we divided participants according to their cultural orientation and 

compared their responses to the three films. Common to these two types of comparisons is 

the idea that, in order to enhance the success of a product, it is important to assess the 

viewers’ experiences and to identify the features of the product that have the desired 

impact on the users. When applied to films, this means finding the elements of the films 

that raise interest in the audience, elicit the intended emotion and provoke a general 

experience of liking the movie (Silvia & Berg, 2011; Tarvainen et al., 2014). Although these 

features can be universal because they draw into universal emotions, recent theories 
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(Boiger and Mesquita 2012, see also Gerdon, et al.,  2018) suggest that many of these 

features could be culturally mediated.  

Contrary to our expectation, results of our study suggest that some of the emotional 

experiences to culturally diverse movies can be, at least in part, universal. Comparison of 

the emotional profiles of the three movies was very similar. The pattern of button presses of 

our participant to the movies yielded similar emotional profiles with the three movies 

considered being moderately interesting and the more voted sequences having similar 

emotional features. Similarly, the overall expected interest and the distribution of expected 

interest and enjoyment of different aspects of the movie (acting, visual composition etc.) for 

the three movies was similar. These similar distributions were also present in the reported 

overall experiences of the participants and the distribution of their emotions. The fact that 

participants considered the three films only moderately interesting might in part explain 

that cultural orientation was not reflected in the emotional ratings that people offered as 

reaction to the films. Recent case studies and theoretical approaches (Axelson, 2017; 

Marzouki, 2011; Zillmann, 2005) suggest that there is an interplay between emotion and 

cognition when people react to films (feelings of deep meaning, in Grodal’s, 2009, terms).  In 

this way, cognitive, and ethical positions are enhanced when the viewers are deeply 

involved in the filmic experience. From this view, it is possible that cosmopolitan 

orientation, a cognitive factor, would only show in contexts where people are deeply 

engaged. Obviously this was not the case for our films since participants rated them as only 

moderately interesting.  

Evidence from universal emotions in films also comes from comparison regarding 

group experiences. The results of our analyses on participants’ responses to our 

demographic and cultural questionnaire yielded two factors (intended cultural interest and 

objective cultural interest) with the second factor including variables (travel and language) 

that have been previously shown to predict cosmopolitan consumption (Rössel & 

Schroedter, 2015). Thus, we defined cosmopolitan orientation by dividing our participants 

between those who scored high and low on objective cultural interest as a proxy of 

cosmopolitan orientation. Results of these analyses showed no interactions between film 

and groups, suggesting that cultural orientation and openness to other cultures were not 

affected by the expectancies, experiences and emotions to films varying in cultural 

background. Interestingly the Spanish movie was not liked better or worse for people 

coming from the same culture. Similarly, the more culturally different Finnish movie was not 

perceived as better or worse by the Spanish participants with lower cultural interest or with 

lower experience in travelling and foreign languages. Although there were some overall 

variations in the films, they were small and unreliable since they did not appear when 

considering the complete group, and there were no relevant interactions between film and 

group.  

Together, these results support the idea that universal emotions are elicited by 

different aspects of the films. But why are these data at odd with other studies showing 

culturally mediated experiences toward visual products or the role of cosmopolitan 
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orientation in culturally loaded products (Cañas-Bajo & Silvennoinen, 2017; Cleveland et al., 

2009; Savage et al., 2013)? Recently, some research from appraisal theories of emotion 

suggests that some mental symbols mediating emotional experiences might be universal 

(Chang et al., 2013; Ivonin et al., 2015). From this view, mental symbols mediate the 

connection between the physical world that produces emotional reactions and the 

psychological state that make people aware of them. It is the appraisal of symbolic contents 

that makes emotional become real and the challenge is to find universal symbols that 

sustain universal emotions (Chang et al., 2013; Ivonin et al., 2015).  Borrowing from Jung 

archetype notions, they suggest that some symbolic contents seem to be identical across 

time and space. The child, the mother, the good ancient man represent archetypal events 

and archetypal figures that may sustain universal unconscious emotions. When applied to 

aesthetics experiences, this can help to design emotional products that provoke universal 

reactions, to explain why emotional reactions to some aesthetic products such as films seem 

to provoke universal emotions. Elements like the hero’s travel, the child, the figure of the 

mother etc., might be symbolic elements that when included in the narrative and 

strengthening them by audiovisual features might produce universal reactions (Chang et al., 

2014). Although, in our view, this proposal is in need of support from empirical data, the 

fact that the selected movies contained many of these universal figures and events may 

explain the lack of culturally mediated effects on our viewers’ emotional responses. 

Additionally, as we mentioned above, the fact that the films were considered only 

moderately interesting may be also at the base of the lack of differences regarding cultural 

orientations. Despite the difference in national origin, the films were similar in the 

moderate level of interest that they raised in the participants. Although this pattern might 

be used as supporting the idea of universal reactions to films, it might also be that complex 

cognitive orientations do not play a role unless the participants are highly engaged in the 

films (Axelson, 2017). We are aware that the idea of Universalism in emotions is at the 

moment very much contested by both theoretical and empirical arguments (Barrett, 2017; 

Barrett, Lindquist, & Gendron, 2007; Medin, Ojalehto, Marin, & Bang, 2017), and we are 

sympathetic with this position since results of many aesthetics-emotional dimensions also 

show cultural and contextual variations. Hence, in our view, stronger conclusion need to 

wait until further studies: a) comparing films with different archetypal structure, and/or b) 

producing high engagement in the individuals, help to disentangle the roles of universal and 

culturally mediated emotional experiences.  

Several aspects of our data (button presses and questionnaires) merit some further 

considerations. First, the consistency between different types of responses. Thus, the 

button processes, the responses to questionnaires and the verbalizations to open questions 

were very consistent in showing that three films were considered of moderate interest to 

the participants with all the responses moving in the middle point of the scales. This middle 

point did not seem to be produced by participants tending to always respond in the middle 

portion of the scales since there were also emotions that were low in the scales and there 

were sequences with small or larger numbers of button presses. Hence, participants’ 
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consistency did not mean lack of discrimination, but reliable and consistent responding 

across tasks and measures. Second, analyses of the more voted sequences support the idea 

that interest in films are produced by complex cognitive and emotional sequences in 

agreement with previous theoretical ideas and research on ‘interest’ as an important 

emotional experience (Silvia & Berg, 2011).  

In summary, the results of the present study lead us to conclude that, at least in part, 

films are able to produce universal emotional experiences. However, as the previous 

paragraphs suggest some limitations of our study preclude generalization of these 

conclusions. First, our participants were all coming from the same cultural/national 

background (Spain) and they were very similar in education and age. Very possibly 

comparisons of viewers from different nationalities and ages might yield different results. 

Same data suggest that older people with less access and experience with technology and 

audio-visual contents are more susceptible to cultural effects. Cultural globalization is a 

relatively new phenomenon that may produce age differences in the way cultural products 

are perceived.  Second, the films were all coming from western cultures, it is possible that 

comparison between more extreme cultural differences might show differences in the 

emotional experiences to culturally different films. Finally, and most importantly, in order to 

control for genre and topic of the films, the three selected films displayed common 

archetypical events and figures and it is possible that other genres (e.g. comedies) and 

topics provoke different culturally loaded emotional experiences. Future studies should also 

address this point by comparing films varying in genre and topic.   

 

Biographical notes: 

Jose Cañas-Bajo2 (project researcher at Aalto University) graduated with a degree in 

Audiovisual Communication at the University of Malaga and specialized in scriptwriting at 

Escola Superior de Cinema i Audiovisuals de Catalunya and the University of Barcelona, 

Spain. He recently obtained his doctoral degree at the University of Jyväskylä, Finland. His 

research focuses on viewers’ emotional experiences with audiovisual products in different 

cultures. Currently, he is participating with the Menestys research group (Aalto University) 

in a project on cross-cultural factors of full-scripted film experiences from an appraisal 

theory of interest perspective. He aims to identify the factors and the properties that make 

a feature film successful in different cultural contexts.  Contact: jose.canasbajo@aalto.fi.  

 

Teresa Cañas-Bajo (doctoral candidate, University of California, Berkeley) graduated with a 

psychology degree from the Universidad Autónoma de Madrid, Spain, where she specialized 

in cognitive psychology. Later, she was awarded the La Caixa Postgraduate Scholarship and 

obtained an MSc degree in psychological research at the University of Edinburgh, Scotland. 

She is currently a PhD student at the Vision Science Doctoral Program at the University of 

California, Berkeley. Her research interests include visual perception and eye movements. 

Teresa has been awarded a Fulbright scholarship that allows her to conduct her doctoral 

research at the University of California, Berkeley, USA.  Contact: tere93@gmail.com.  

mailto:jose.canasbajo@aalto.fi
mailto:tere93@gmail.com


Volume 16, Issue 2 
                                        November 2019 

 

Page 19 
 

 

Dr. Eleni Berki (adjunct professor, University of Tampere) is a senior researcher at the 

University of Tampere, Finland and an adjunct professor of software quality and formal 

modeling at the University of Jyväskylä, Finland. Her current teaching and research focus on 

computational/sociocognitive meta modeling, cybersecurity, privacy and trust, and 

free/open-source software as social learning/innovation. Her other areas of study include 

learning/industrial anti-patterns, national/organizational culture in agile/traditional teams, 

creative thinking and radical innovation processes, radical/deep learning environments, and 

informal learning and multicultural edutainment role models. She has worked in the UK, 

China, Finland, and Greece, as well as collaborated in research and teaching with industries 

and universities in over 40 countries.  Contact: eleni.berki@uta.fi.  

 

Juri-Petri Valtanen (PhD at the University of Tampere) is a post-doctoral researcher in the 

Faculty of Education, University of Tampere, Finland. His PhD thesis is entitled, “What is the 

problem? The meaning of problem in problem-based learning context.” He is a member of 

various international societies, workshop, and conference committees. His research and 

teaching interests include problem-focused education, problem-finding and solving 

processes, question asking, value and quality improvement, as well as manifold thinking, 

wisdom, and teaching thinking. His leisure activities include film watching and scriptwriting.  

Contact: valtanenjuripetri@gmail.com.  

 

Pertti Saariluoma (professor, University of Jyväskylä) is a professor of cognitive science at 

the University of Jyväskylä, Finland. He wrote his thesis about experts’ thinking (1984) at the 

University of Turku, Finland. He has studied and worked in University of Oxford, England, 

University of Cambridge, England, Carnegie-Mellon University, USA and IIASA (International 

Institute for Applied Systems Analysis).  Contact: pertti.saariluoma@jyu.fi.  

 

Acknowledgments:  

This research was partially supported by grants from the Doctoral School, Faculty of 

Information Technology (University of Jyväskylä) and Tekes Foundation for the first author 

and La Caixa Foundation for the second author. We are also indebted to Susana Romero and 

Rubén Serra from the Filmosofia School of Granada for dedicating their time and efforts in 

organizing the movie-screening sessions. 

 

References: 
Axelson, T. (2017). Movies and the Enchanted Mind: Emotional comprehension and spiritual 

meaning making among young adults in contemporary Sweden. Young, 25(1), 8–25. 

Barrett, L. F. (2017). The theory of constructed emotion: An active inference account of 

interoception and categorization. Social Cognitive and Affective Neuroscience, 12(1), 1–23. 

Barrett, L. F., Lindquist, K. A., & Gendron, M. (2007). Language as context for the perception of 

emotion. Trends in Cognitive Sciences, 11(8), 327–332. 

mailto:eleni.berki@uta.fi
mailto:valtanenjuripetri@gmail.com
mailto:pertti.saariluoma@jyu.fi


Volume 16, Issue 2 
                                        November 2019 

 

Page 20 
 

Boiger, M., & Mesquita, B. (2012). The construction of emotion in interactions, relationships, and 

cultures. Emotion Review, 4(3), 221–229. 

Brown, S. (2003). Crime and law in media culture. Open University Press. 

Cañas-Bajo, J., & Silvennoinen, J. M. (2017). Cross-Cultural Factors in Experiencing Online Video 

Contents in Product Marketing: International Journal of Art, Culture and Design Technologies, 

6(1), 40–56. https://doi.org/10.4018/IJACDT.2017010103  

Cañas-Bajo, J. Cañas-Bajo, T., Saariluoma, P. (2018). Emotional experiences about films: Are they 

universal or culturally mediated? (In press, Projections, journal of Movies and Mind) 

Chang, H.-M., Díaz, M., Català, A., Chen, W., & Rauterberg, M. (2014). Mood Boards as a Universal 

Tool for Investigating Emotional Experience. In A. Marcus (Ed.), Design, User Experience, and 

Usability. User Experience Design Practice (Vol. 8520, pp. 220–231). 

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-07638-6_22 

Chang, H.-M., Ivonin, L., Diaz, M., Catala, A., Chen, W., & Rauterberg, M. (2013). What do we feel 

about archetypes: Self-reports and physiological signals. Signal Processing Conference 

(EUSIPCO), 2013 Proceedings of the 21st European, 1–5. Retrieved from 

http://ieeexplore.ieee.org/abstract/document/6811501/ 

Cleveland, M., Laroche, M., & Papadopoulos, N. (2009). Cosmopolitanism, consumer ethnocentrism, 

and materialism: An eight-country study of antecedents and outcomes. Journal of 

International Marketing, 17(1), 116–146. 

Darwin, C. (1872). The Descent of Man, and Selection in Relation to Sex. Retrieved from 

https://books.google.es/books?id=JpYPAAAAYAAJ 

Ekman, P. (1973). Darwin and facial expression: A century of research in review. New York: Academic 

Press. 

Ekman, P., Friesen, W. V., & Ellsworth, P. (1972). Emotion in the human face: Guide-lines for research 

and an integration of findings. New York: Pergamon Press. 

Gendron, M., Crivelli, C., & Barrett, L. F. (2018). Universality Reconsidered: Diversity in Making 

Meaning of Facial Expressions. Current Directions in Psychological Science, 27(4), 211–219. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0963721417746794 

Goldberg, A., Hannan, M. T., & Kovács, B. (2016). What does it mean to span cultural boundaries? 

Variety and atypicality in cultural consumption. American Sociological Review, 81(2), 215–241. 

Grodal, T. (2009). Embodied visions: Evolution, emotion, culture, and film. Oxford University Press. 

Hannerz, U. (1990). Cosmopolitans and Locals in World Culture. Theory, Culture & Society, 7(2), 237–

251. https://doi.org/10.1177/026327690007002014 

Hofstede, G. (2010). The GLOBE debate: Back to relevance. Journal of International Business Studies, 

41(8), 1339–1346. https://doi.org/10.1057/jibs.2010.31 

Ito, M., & Nakakoji, K. (1996). Impact of culture on user interface design. In J. Nielsen & E. M. Del 

Galdo (Eds.), International user interfaces (pp. 105–126). New York: Wiley Computer Pub. 

Ivonin, L., Chang, H.-M., Díaz, M., Català, A., Chen, W., & Rauterberg, M. (2015). Beyond cognition 

and affect: Sensing the unconscious. Behaviour & Information Technology, 34(3), 220–238. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/0144929X.2014.912353 

Izard, C. E. (Ed.). (1977). Human emotions. New York: Plenum Press. 

Marzouki, M. E. (2011). Mediating terror: Hollywood narratives of terrorism and young Moroccan 

audiences. Global Media and Communication, 7(3), 251–256. 



Volume 16, Issue 2 
                                        November 2019 

 

Page 21 
 

Medin, D., Ojalehto, B., Marin, A., & Bang, M. (2017). Systems of (non-) diversity. Nature Human 

Behaviour, 1(5), 0088. 

Mesquita, B., & Frijda, N. H. (1992). Cultural variations in emotions: A review. Psychological Bulletin, 

112(2), 179–204. https://doi.org/10.1037//0033-2909.112.2.179 

Morden, T. (1999). Models of national culture – a management review. Cross Cultural Management: 

An International Journal, 6(1), 19–44. https://doi.org/10.1108/13527609910796915 

Nielsen, J. I. (2005). Bordwell on Bordwell: Part IV-Levels of Engagement. 16: 9, 3(10). 

O’Connell, R. M. (2014). Visualizing culture: Analyzing the cultural aesthetics of the Web. New York: 

Peter Lang. 

Rössel, J., & Schroedter, J. H. (2015). Cosmopolitan cultural consumption: Preferences and practices 

in a heterogenous, urban population in Switzerland. Poetics, 50, 80–95. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.poetic.2015.02.009 

Russell, J. A. (1994). Is there universal recognition of emotion from facial expression? A review of the 

cross-cultural studies. Psychological Bulletin, 115(1), 102–141. https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-

2909.115.1.102 

Savage, M., Silva, E. B., Meuleman, R., & Savage, M. (2013). A field analysis of cosmopolitan taste: 

Lessons from the Netherlands. Cultural Sociology, 7(2), 230–256. 

Scherer, K. R., & Wallbott, H. G. (1994). Evidence for universality and cultural variation of differential 

emotion response patterning. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 66(2), 310–328. 

https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.66.2.310 

Silvia, P. J., & Berg, C. (2011). Finding Movies Interesting: How Appraisals and Expertise Influence the 

Aesthetic Experience of Film. Empirical Studies of the Arts, 29(1), 73–88. 

https://doi.org/10.2190/EM.29.1.e 

Skrbis, Z., & Woodward, I. (2007). The ambivalence of ordinary cosmopolitanism: Investigating the 

limits of cosmopolitan openness. The Sociological Review, 55(4), 730–747. 

Szerszynski, B., & Urry, J. (2002). Cultures of Cosmopolitanism. The Sociological Review, 50(4), 461–

481. https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-954X.00394 

Tan, E. S. (1996). Emotion and the structure of narrative film: Film as an emotion machine. Mahwah, 

N.J: Erlbaum. 

Tarvainen, J., Sjoberg, M., Westman, S., Laaksonen, J., & Oittinen, P. (2014). Content-Based 

Prediction of Movie Style, Aesthetics, and Affect: Data Set and Baseline Experiments. IEEE 

Transactions on Multimedia, 16(8), 2085–2098. https://doi.org/10.1109/TMM.2014.2357688 

Van Everdingen, Y. M., & Waarts, E. (2003). The effect of national culture on the adoption of 

innovations. Marketing Letters, 14(3), 217–232. 

Woodward, I., Skrbis, Z., & Bean, C. (2008). Attitudes towards globalization and cosmopolitanism: 

Cultural diversity, personal consumption and the national economy. The British Journal of 

Sociology, 59(2), 207–226. 

Zillmann, D. (2005). 10 Cinematic Creation of Emotion. Moving Image Theory: Ecological 

Considerations, 164. 

 

Notes: 
                                                           
1 We also performed analyses on the cultural interest factor that yielded similar effects. 
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