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Abstract

We examined associations between activist behavior, character identification, and
frequency of watching the television show My Little Pony: Friendship is Magic.
Bronies—adult fans of the show—often reference the prosocial behavior exemplified by
characters in the show and its prosocial messages and themes. Results from the cross-
section study found that a history of activism predicted both frequency of viewership and
identification with one’s favorite character in the show. Identification with one’s favorite
character was also found to mediate the relationship between activism and frequency of
viewing. The results reflect the prosocial correlates of media consumption, with
implications for future research on prosocial television consumption.

1. Introduction

Fans are ardent and enthusiastic supporters of a particular interest (Reysen &
Branscombe, 2010). While the term “fan” usually conjures up images of sport fans
(Reysen & Shaw, 2016), people can be fans of interests ranging from television shows to
hobbies (e.g., scrapbooking, Barbie collecting). Research, particularly in disciplines such
as communication and sociology, has studied activities of fans and has greatly expanded
on the notion of active fans (Jenkins, 2014). However, this research tends to examine fan
behavior as an outcome of fandom participation. In other words, theorists and
researchers tend to treat fan activities as resulting from their connection to a fan interest.
Presently, we examine whether the reverse may also hold true: That past social activism
may be related to current viewership of a prosocial television show.

Activists are people who act in service of mitigating problems in the world (Barker,
Martin, & Zournazi, 2008). Psychological research on activists and collective action
often treats activism as an outcome, studying factors that predict activism (e.g., identity,
moral concern, outrage, perceived effectiveness; Brunsting & Postmes, 2002; van
Zomeren, 2013) or the factors that sustain social movements (e.g., Bettencourt, Dillmann,
& Wollman, 1996). Far fewer studies address the outcomes of activism (Thomas &
Louis, 2013), such as subsequent attitudes. What little research has been conducted on
the subject has shown that activists are less religious, politically liberal (Sherkat &
Blocker, 1997), lower in right-wing authoritarianism (Duncan, 1999), and report greater
well-being (Glister, 2012; Klar & Kasser, 2009). Past activism has also been shown to be
related to prosocial attitudes and behaviors, including intergroup empathy, valuing
diversity, endorsing social justice, environmentalism, intergroup helping, and a felt
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responsibility to act for the betterment of the world (Reysen
& Hackett, 2017). In short, although there is a wealth of
research examining how individuals become involved in
activist movements, less research has examined variables
related to activist behavior.

The idea that fan groups are associated with activism is
hardly a new assertion: Fans and fan groups are often
associated, directly or indirectly, with social causes (see
Plante, Roberts, Reysen, & Gerbasi, 2014). Fans and content
creators alike may establish community norms of helping and
giving that encourage prosocial behavior among members of
the fan community. As just one example, furries—fans of
anthropomorphic art and cartoons—collectively raise
thousands of dollars each year for environmental and animal
rescue charities at fan conventions (Plante et al., 2014).
Beyond fans and the content creators, norm formation may
also stem from prosocial messages in the media content itself.
One could consider prosocial content to be a message to fans
from the content creator, but it is not necessary for the creator
to make a direct appeal to fans. Research on media content
typically focuses on the effect that media consumption has on
viewers (e.g., violent media and aggression, Anderson et al.,
2010; prosocial media and helping behavior, Prot et al.,
2014). However, a related body of literature also suggests
that behaviors, attitudes, and traits may predispose
consumers to prefer certain types of media (e.g., Coyne, 2016)
As such, it is plausible that those with prosocial values who
have participated in activist causes may preferentially seek
out media content congruent with their worldview and beliefs.
In the present study, we test this possibility among fans of the
prosocial television show My Little Pony: Friendship is
Magic.

A longtime toy-marketing tool in the 1980s, My Little
Pony is a television show that was rebooted in 2010 (Gilbert,
2015). The show contains themes regarding the importance
of friendship, caring, tolerance, and empathy (Gilbert, 2015),
and contains numerous feminist themes (Pramaggiore, 2015).
As such, the content of the show can be considered prosocial
in nature, given its emphasis on helping others, cooperation,
and personal growth. Fans of the show who identify with the
term “bronies,” are typically adult males (Gilbert, 2015) who
are often stigmatized by non-fans for being non-prototypical
of fans (Reysen & Shaw, 2016). Stigma toward fans often
stems from those who mock adult male fans for enjoying a
show meant primarily for young girls (Jones, 2015;
Robertson, 2014). Despite considerable stigma, however, the
fandom maintains the positive, prosocial norms of love and
tolerance promoted by the show (Robertson, 2014).

Consistent with prior research on media effects, more
frequent viewing of My Little Pony is associated with felt
empathy and helping behavior among fans (Plante, Chadborn,
Groves, & Reysen, 2017). Consistent with a social identity
perspective (Tajfel & Turner, 1979; Turner, Hogg, Oakes,
Reicher, & Wetherell, 1987), identification with the brony
fandom is also associated with prosocial behaviors and
charitable giving in accordance with the fandom’s norms

(Chadborn, Plante, & Reysen, 2017). To this end,
consumption of the show and a sense of shared identity with
other fans of the show are both related to helping behavior. In
accordance with these findings, we hypothesize that the
extent of one’s prior activism will also be positively
correlated with the extent to which they view the show, given
the match between their own attitudes and beliefs and the
show’s prosocial content.

In addition to identifying with the show’s prosocial themes,
it may also be the case that activists identify with individual
characters within the show. To this point, character
identification has been found to mediate media effects in
other contexts (e.g., violent content, Lin, 2013).

Consistent with a social identity perspective, identification
is commonly used to describe one’s degree of psychological
connection to a group (Reysen, Katzarska-Miller, Nesbit, &
Pierce, 2013). However, within fan research, individuals may
be psychologically connected to both other fans (fandom)
and to the object of the fan interest (i.e., fanship: Reysen &
Branscombe, 2010) or a particular character (see Klimmt,
Hefner, & Vorderer, 2009). Similar to identification with a
group, greater identification with a show’s character means
the character becomes part of the self. Viewers thus construe
events happening to the character as if they were happening
to themselves (Cohen, 2001; Sestir and Green, 2010; Tal-Or
& Cohen, 2015).

Identification with a show’s character may also be
associated  with  various outcomes. For example,
identification with video game characters is associated with
greater enjoyment of the game (Li & Lwin, 2016; Trepte &
Reinecke, 2010) and with empathy and a variety of different
motivations for playing (Van Looy, Courtois, De Vocht, &
De Marez, 2012) and with the sheer amount of time players
spend playing a game (van Reijmersdal, Jansz, Peters, & van
Noort, 2013). The degree of similarity, particularly attitudinal
similarity, is one of the key predictors of consumers’
identification with a character (Tal-Or & Cohen, 2015). In a
non-game example, Eyal and Rubin (2003) assessed viewers’
trait aggression and identification with characters in a show.
Participants’ degree of trait aggression predicted
identification with more aggressive characters. In other
words, viewers tend to identify with characters who are
similar to themselves. Together, the results of the above
research suggest that individuals are likely to select and
identify with characters that match their own attitudes, which
may in turn relate to the extent to which they consume and
are influenced by the media which contain those characters.
As such, there is reason to believe that identification with a
character in the show may mediate the relationship between a
person’s prior activist behavior and show-viewing behavior.

2. Present Research

The purpose of the present research is to examine the
associations between prior activist behavior, identification
with a character in a prosocial television show, and frequency
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of show consumption in a sample of bronies. As noted in the
above literature, activists not only work for the betterment of
the world by seeking to mitigate injustices, but also endorse
prosocial values such as intergroup empathy and helping.
These values are exemplified in the television show My Little
Pony: Friendship is Magic. Given the overlap in values
endorsed by both activists and bronies, we hypothesize that
greater past activist behavior in bronies will be associated
with more frequent viewing of the show. Furthermore, we
hypothesize that this association will be mediated by fans’
degree of identification with a favorite character in the show.
Each of the main characters in the show represents different
prosocial values, such as friendship, honesty, and generosity
(Robertson, 2014). To the extent that activist fans identify
with these characters, they should find themselves more
drawn to the show and thus view it more.

3. Participants and Design

Participants (N = 564, 88.8% male; M,,. = 24.78, SD =
6.96) were self-identified bronies solicited from online fan
related message boards and websites. As part of a larger
survey regarding the brony community, participants
completed measures regarding prior activist behavior,
identification with a favorite character from the show, and
frequency of viewing the television show.

4. Materials

Prior activist behavior. We adopted a measure of social
activism behavior, from prior research (Reysen & Hackett,
2017). Participants indicated how active they have been
throughout their life on five social causes and issues (poverty,
women’s issues, peace issues, civil rights issues, and human
rights) on a 7-point scale, from 1 = not active to 7 = very
active (0.=.92; M =2.67,SD = 1.61).

Identification with favorite character. To assess
participants’ degree of identification with their favorite
character from the show, we adapted three items (“I am
emotionally connected to my favorite character,” “I strongly
identify with my favorite character,” “My favorite character
is part of me”) from a prior measure of fanship (Reysen &
Branscombe, 2010). The items were rated on a 7-point
Likert-type response scale, from 1 = strongly disagree to 7 =
strongly agree (0.=.80; M =4.74, SD = 1.54).

Frequency of consumption. Participants completed a single
item, adapted from past research (Reysen, Katzarska-Miller,
Plante, Roberts, & Gerbasi, 2016), to assess how frequently
they watched the show. Response to the item “This past year,
how often did you watch My Little Pony” included: 0 = never,
1 = almost never, 2 = several times a year, 3 = once a month,
4 = once a week, 5 = a few times a week, 6 = once a day, T =
many times each day (M =4.22, SD = 1.13).

5. Results

First, we examined correlations between the assessed

variables. Prior activist behavior and frequency of watching
(r=.11, p =.008), activist behavior and identification (r =.20,
p <.001), and identification and frequency of watching (»
=.23, p <.001) were all positively correlated with one another.
Next, we examined the hypothesized mediation model using
Preacher and Hayes’ (2008) SPSS Macro (with 95%
confidence intervals and 20,000 iterations). As shown in
Figure 1, prior activist behavior significantly positively
predicted frequency of watching the show (B =.11, p =.008)
and identification with one’s favorite character (f =.20, p
<.001), and identification with one’s favorite character
predicted frequency of viewing (B =.22, p <.001). The
addition of identification significantly reduced the
relationship between prior activist behavior and watching the
show (B =.07, p =.103) as indicated by an absence of zero
within the confidence interval of the indirect effect (.015
to .051). In short, identification with one’s favorite character
significantly mediated the relationship between bronies’ prior
activist behavior and frequency of watching the program.

Frequency of

Prior Activism

Watching
1%
Character
Identification
20% 22%
Prior Activism > Fr&cfluenq of
.07 atching

Figure 1. Mediation model of prior activist behavior predicting frequency of
watching My Little Pony through identification with one’s favorite character.
*

p <.0l.

6. Discussion

The purpose of the present research was to test the
association between prior activist behavior, character
identification, and frequency of show viewing in a sample of
bronies. Our first hypothesis, that prior activist behavior
would be positively associated with frequency of viewing the
show was supported. Activism was positively correlated with
how often bronies watched the show. The second hypothesis,
that character identification would mediate this relationship,
was also supported by the data. When bronies’ degree of
identification with their favorite character was included in the
model, the relationship between prior activism and frequency
of viewership was reduced and the indirect effect was
significant.

The results of the present research provide insight into an
understudied fan community while extending prior research
on activism and identification with media characters. While a
large body of research has studied factors which predict
activism and social movements, the present results hint at a
possible outcome of prior activism. Building upon the
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overlap between attitudes endorsed by activists (e.g.,
intergroup empathy and helping; Reysen & Hackett, 2017)
and bronies (Plante et al., 2017), we hypothesized that
bronies with more past activism experience would watch the
show more frequently. The results supported this notion and
suggest a previously-unstudied, but theoretically-consistent
outcome of activist behavior.

The present results also add to the growing literature on
identification with media characters. Building upon Eyal
and Rubin’s (2003) work showing that participant
characteristics predict identification with attitudinally-
congruent characters, we predicted that prior activist work
would predict identification with characters from the show.
Given that the main characters in the show all represent
prosocial values associated with harmonious social
interaction, we suspected that bronies with prior activist
work would more strongly identify with such characters,
due to the perceived similarity of the characters to
themselves. Prior activism was associated with character
identification, which in turn mediated the association
between activism and frequency of viewership.

Although the present research offers several modest
additions to the existing literature, several limitations should
be considered when interpreting the results. First, the present
research is correlational. As such, while we suggest that prior
activism may play a causal role in future viewing of prosocial
media consistent with existing research (e.g., Coyne, 2016),
we cannot directly test this possibility with the current data.
Given that the new version of the show has been airing since
2010, it is possible that watching the show has encouraged
viewers to participate in activist behaviors in the recent past.
We believe this is less likely, given that the wording of the
activism question asks about lifelong activist behavior, but
such a possibility cannot be ruled out. Future research could
address this possibility by trying to retrospectively assess
activism and frequency of show-viewing at multiple points in
time, or, should the resources be available, by employing a
longitudinal study design.

A second limitation of the present findings surrounds the
limited assessment of activist work. There are a multitude of
ways to participate in activism ranging from low-risk
behaviors such as giving to charities to higher-risk behaviors
such as sit-ins. Future research may distinguish between
these different types of activist behaviors to determine
whether there are meaningful differences in the type of
activism a person engages when it comes to the relationship
between activism and show viewing.

A third and final limitation of the present study involves its
limited focus on fans of My Little Pony: Friendship is Magic.
To be sure, we have little theoretical reason to suspect that
the results of the present study would not generalize to other
fandoms based around prosocial media. Nevertheless, we
cannot rule out the possibility that the findings are
idiosyncratic to the brony fandom. Future research may
expand on the present research by testing for the present
relationships among fans of other prosocial media or in
fandoms with similarly prosocial community norms.

7. Conclusion

In conclusion, we examined associations between prior
activism, character identification, and frequency of show
viewership in a sample of bronies. Given the prosocial nature
of both the content of the television program and the efforts
of activists, we hypothesized, and found that, prior activism
was associated with frequency of viewing the show.
Additionally, identification with one’s favorite character
from the show was shown to mediate that relationship. Given
the ubiquity of fan communities centered around media,
further research is needed to examine how individuals’ past
experiences may play a role in fan motivation.
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