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Abstract

This editorial introduces the thematic issue on inspirational media; including its role in the elicitation of meaning and
self-transcendence, audience responses to inspirational narratives, and the potential for inspirational media to be used
for manipulative purposes. We first set the stage for the thematic issue by describing an organizing framework by Thrash
and Elliot (2003) to study inspiration. We then situate the seven articles published in this thematic issue along the logic
of different components of this framework, namely media content capable of invoking transcendence through emotions
and excitatory responses, and a motivational impulse to act upon the ideas acquired from content. This thematic issue
thereby highlights unique perspectives for understanding media’s ability to serve as the source of inspiration—be it for
social benefit or detriment. Finally, we consider directions for future research on inspirational media.
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1. Introduction issue was thus designed to shed light on the role of inspi-

rational media across a wide range of contexts including

Media can inspire us. Watching an elevating movie, read-
ing a moving story, or playing the right game at the
time can affect how we view our place in the world
and motivate us to change our behavior accordingly.
The word inspiration connotes positive, socially benefi-
cial outcomes, and indeed a growing body of research
in media and communication science provides evidence
for inspirational media’s ability to evoke normatively pos-
itive outcomes. However, media’s ability to inspire can
also be leveraged for manipulation, giving rise to out-
comes potentially deemed socially deviant. To provide a
more nuanced view of inspirational media, this thematic

meaningfulness, narration, and manipulation.

Following Thrash and Elliot (2003), inspiration is
a psychological process with three core components:
(a) ‘evocation’ (‘inspiration by’), or the capacity for an
internal or external stimulus (such as an media content)
to invoke (b) a response to this stimulus that is charac-
terized by the ‘transcendence’ of “ordinary preoccupa-
tions and limitations” of the human existence (p. 871),
and which is reflected, for instance, in self-transcending
emotions such as elevation, hope or gratitude (‘being
inspired’), and (c) a ‘motivational’ impulse to act (‘inspi-
ration to’) and transmit the ‘newly apprehended source
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of internal value’ (Belzak, Thrash, Sim, & Wadsworth,
2017, p. 6). Although dissociable, all three components
tend to co-occur (Thrash, 2020, p. 7) and their covari-
ance allows for distinguishing inspiration from related
constructs such as ‘mere’ self-transcending emotions
(Belzak et al., 2017, p. 6) or more general appetitive
motivational states that might accompany positive affect.
Put another way, inspiration as a higher order construct
differs from more general motivational states as it is
uniquely characterized by lesser feelings of responsibil-
ity (indicated by evocation) and the presence of at least
one of the discrete emotions listed above (indicated
by transcendence).

In communication scholarship, inspirational media
are often referred to synonymously with eudaimonic,
or meaningful, narrative entertainment (e.g., Janicke-
Bowles, Narayan, & Seng, 2018; Ji et al., 2019; Rieger
& Klimmt, 2019). Eudaimonic entertainment is distin-
guished from hedonic entertainment (characterized by
audience motivations and outcomes associated with
pleasure) by its focus on audiences’ motivations to con-
sume content in search of meaningfulness, and by its
accordant outcomes associated with uplifting feelings
such as appreciation or elevation (Oliver & Bartsch, 2010;
Oliver, Hartmann, & Woolley, 2012; Wirth, Hofer, &
Schramm, 2012) that can be self-transcending (Oliver
et al., 2018). Investigations into eudaimonic entertain-
ment are rooted in positive psychology (Oliver & Bartsch,
2010) and typically studied in terms of their capac-
ity to induce prosocial behavior (Bailey & Wojdynski,
2015) and other normatively positive outcomes such as
well-being (Janicke-Bowles, Rieger, & Connor, 2019).

Although the bulk of research on inspirational media
has examined narratives’ ability to evoke a sense of
meaningfulness and normatively positive outcomes in
audiences, inspiration can also be used as a manipulation
tactic. For instance, marketing scholars attempt to lever-
age inspirational processes for product persuasion (Barry
& Gironda, 2018), extremist groups rely on eudaimonic
entertainment cues to cover calls for violence (Bouko,
Naderer, Rieger, Van Ostaeyen, & Voué, 2021; Frischlich,
2021), and terrorist organizations justify their atroci-
ties with meaning-promising morality (Hahn, Tamborini,
Novotny, Grall, & Klebig, 2019). As such, the commu-
nication field’s idealizations of inspirational media as
socially beneficial stands in stark contrast to the use
of inspiration and related constructs in explaining out-
comes that may be normatively deemed socially detri-
mental. At the same time, bodies of research exist on
concepts that seem to fall under the umbrella of inspira-
tional processes, yet they are not referred to as inspira-
tion. For instance, in research on terrorism, the concept
‘social motivation’ is defined as the directing of collective
action as a result of a communal object and is often char-
acterized by accompanying feelings of diminished per-
sonal responsibility (Bandura, 1990; McClintock, 1972)—
characteristics that share great similarity with definitions
of inspiration (Thrash & Elliot, 2003).

Given the definitional ambiguity surrounding what
does or does not constitute ‘inspiration’, and shared
terms describing similar processes that might be broadly
deemed inspiration, how should we as scholars under-
stand inspirational media? The current thematic issue
aims at providing an initial step in addressing this
question, connecting scattered research about inspira-
tion and overlapping constructs from different subfields
using the tripartite framework of Thrash and Elliot (2003)
as an organizing framework. Consequently, we focus on
inspiration in the context of media and communication
as a process in which (a) a communication object of
any modality (b) evokes an idiosyncratic response charac-
terized by cognitions, emotions, or excitatory responses
reflecting (self-)transcendence, and (c) motivates the
transmission of ideas gleaned from the communication—
be it for social benefit or detriment.

2. An Overview of the Thematic Issue

The seven contributions to this thematic issue tackle the
different components of the inspiration process, includ-
ing: evocative content, individuals’ emotional and exci-
tatory responses to provoking content, and the motiva-
tional consequences of both.

Examining the first step of this process (media as
an elicitor of inspiration), Ruotsalainen and Villi (2021)
demonstrate that ‘live journalism’ (i.e., the presenta-
tion of news stories to a live audience) can enable
self-transcendence and satisfy audiences’ intrinsic needs
for autonomy, competence, and relatedness—thereby
potentially inspiring public participation in the demo-
cratic process.

Next, this thematic issue features several articles
investigating the second step of the inspiration pro-
cess: emotional and excitatory responses. Echoing the
operational definitional ambiguity surrounding parts of
the inspiration process, Martela and Sheldon (2019)
recently identified at least 45 different measures for
eudaimonic well-being. In an effort to help address
such ambiguity in the context of ‘eudaimonic enter-
tainment experiences,’ Daneels, Bowman, Possler, and
Mekler (2021) present a scoping review to delineate
eudaimonia’s associated concepts in research on digi-
tal games. In their article they identify four response
patterns of interest: (1) Appreciation; (2) meaningful,
moving, and self-reflective experiences; (3) social con-
nectedness; and (4) other concepts (including nostalgia,
well-being, and elevation). The theoretical value of the
article has also been honored by a top article award from
the International Communication Associations’ Games
Division in 2021. In a related vein, Landmann’s (2021)
theoretical contribution, in which she focuses more nar-
rowly on eudaimonic emotions, offers a groundwork for
conceptual distinction between ‘elicitor-specific’ eudai-
monic emotions (such as nostalgia, hope, or gratitude)
and ‘feeling specific’ eudaimonic emotions (such as eleva-
tion, being moved, or awe) showing that these emotions
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can have general- but also value-specific effects, explain-
ing why they might have a ‘good’ or ‘bad’ side (defined
as potentially working for or against the well-being of oth-
ers). Taken together, these two articles offer insight into
what characterizes responses to eudaimonic content and
begin to identify the conceptual bounds of eudaimonic-
specific responses from other, similar responses.

These bounds are examined experimentally by
Baldwin and Bente (2021), who use psychophysiologi-
cal measures to differentiate the effects of hedonic and
eudaimonic entertainment narratives about sports (Rocky
and Rocky Il). In line with the assumption that eudaimonic
entertainment motivates deliberative processing (Bartsch
& Schneider, 2014), the authors found that participants
who viewed a eudaimonic narrative exhibited slower,
more gradual increases in arousal and positive affect dur-
ing exposure compared to participants who viewed a
hedonic narrative. They also demonstrated the third step
of the inspirational process, motivational consequences,
as viewers of the eudaimonic narrative were more likely
to indicate intentions to exercise following exposure.

Also investigating the third component of the inspira-
tion process, Kryston and Fitzgerald (2021) examined the
effects and interaction between inspirational media and
social norms for prosocial behavior, namely the intention
to adopt a dog. Their study showed that social norms were
the crucial variable here, raising questions for the context
and norm-sensitivity of inspirational media content.

This context sensitivity also matters when less
innocuous effects of inspirational and transcending expe-
riences are considered. Two articles in this thematic
issue address the potentially ‘dark’ sides of inspirational
media. First, Moore, Green, Fitzgerald, and Paravati
(2021) highlight the unintentional side-effects of inspira-
tional stories. In their experiment, participants watched
either an inspirational narrative about a boy saving
money to buy a wheelchair for his friend without
accounting for the systemic failure forcing the boy to
do so, an inspirational narrative accounting for this sys-
temic failure, or a control video. Notably, participants
who viewed the story denying the systemic component
attributed the boy in the wheelchair more personal
responsibility for his situation—making it unlikely that
they would advocate for social change to improve the life
conditions for disabled individuals.

Similarly, but tackling a more strategic aspect, Menke
and Wulf (2021) show how inspiration can be abused by
political demagogues. Focusing on the emotion of nostal-
gia, they demonstrate how the German right-wing pop-
ulist party Alternative for Germany has strategically used
nostalgia in its communication and how this type of nos-
talgic rhetoric can effectively persuade people to support
populist claims.

3. Conclusion and Directions for Future Research

Taken together, the contributions in this thematic issue
paint a rich, nuanced picture of the good, the bad, and

the ugly sides of inspiration in the context of media
and communication. From including inspirational stim-
uli beyond the entertainment realm, to the nuanced
and detailed mapping of the emotional and excita-
tory processes triggered by inspirational media, to the
side-effects, and the manipulation potential of inspira-
tional media, each article provides meaningful insights
into so-far seldom addressed facets of inspirational
media. Each article additionally highlights important next
steps for future work, aiming to offer a more complete
understanding of inspirational processes beyond the aca-
demic idealizations of inspirational media. And when it
comes to achieving a more complete understanding of
inspirational media and accordant outcomes from expo-
sure to such media, much work remains to be done.

Among other opportunities for increasing our under-
standing of inspirational media, we highlight four open
areas we think are necessary for future researchers to
contend with. First, despite its increasing popularity in
scholarship from communication and other fields, inspi-
ration as it is currently considered suffers from concep-
tual and operational ambiguity. Even the excellent con-
ceptual efforts made by Thrash and Elliot (2003) seem
limited by a lack of primitive terms to define the essential
features of evocation and transcendence. Although we
think inspiration describes a process distinct from other
similar processes, questions remain regarding the pre-
cise conceptual and operational bounds of inspirational
media and its effects. For instance, future researchers
in this area might work to specifically distinguish inspi-
rational media’s content features and outcomes from
eudaimonic media and outcomes. Open questions in this
area remain regarding whether inspirational content and
eudaimonic content are one in the same, or whether one
might be a sub-category of the other.

Second, and relatedly, inspirational processes do not
currently seem to be inherently defined by their ability to
elicit normatively positive outcomes such as well-being
and prosocial behavior, yet the bulk of research into
inspirational media’s effects have been restricted to out-
comes rooted in social benefit. In line with our logic for
curating this thematic issue, future work on inspirational
media should continue to investigate inspirational pro-
cesses as they might also govern media’s ability to inspire
socially detrimental outcomes. In pursuit of a solution to
both of our suggestions for future research so far, we
might recommend that future scholars work to further
clarify inspirational media according to the content fea-
tures that distinguish it, rather than the types of out-
comes it is thought to elicit.

Third, the explicitly processual nature of inspira-
tion as defined by Thrash and Elliot (2003) suggests
that research embracing the different components of
the inspiration process—from evocation to motivation—
should provide rich insights into inspirational media’s
effects. Yet studies focusing on more than one com-
ponent of this process in response to inspirational
media exposure are rare (e.g., examining content’s
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ability to elicit both self-transcending emotions and
user-responses together; but see Dale, Raney, Janicke,
Sanders, & Oliver, 2017; Dale et al., 2020) and stud-
ies depicting the entire process are even more scarce.
We hope that future work in this area will attempt to
examine media’s role in the entire inspiration process.
Finally, critics might wonder what scientific benefit
the elucidation and adoption of inspirational media as a
construct can offer communication and media psychol-
ogy scholarship. What do we learn from examining inspi-
rational processes that we might not learn if we exam-
ined each component of inspiration by itself? Although
understanding in this area warrants future clarification,
we cannot help but look to the present thematic issue
for indication of the term’s value. Indeed, the ability of
media to evoke so-called (self-)transcendence and moti-
vate action characterized by lesser feelings of responsi-
bility seems to offer explanatory value for media effects
across a wide variety of contexts and research silos.
Nevertheless, demonstrating the benefit of adopting yet
another term into communication science remains a task
to be grappled with by future scholars. Thus, we hope
that the collection of articles in this thematic issue pro-
vide valuable starting points for future research on inspi-
rational media’s good but also bad and ugly sides.
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