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1.  Introduction

“Suspense is when it’s suspenseful”1 – For many years, this sentence defined empi-
rical research on suspense: Post-receptive measurement instruments typically con-
strued suspense as either one-dimensional or as a subdimension of other const-
ructs. For instance, it was assessed through post-reception questions on the extent 
to which items such as “thrilling” or “exciting” applied or how “engaged” one was 
during the reception (Knobloch et al., 2004, pp. 268–269; Knobloch-Westerwick 
et al., 2009, p. 755). The authors of scales designed to measure hedonic and eudai-
monic entertainment experiences were slightly more comprehensive (Oliver & 
Bartsch, 2010; Schneider et al., 2019, p. 152). Here, suspense was operationalized 
as a subdimension of entertainment using four items. The same applied to the sca-
le for reading experiences by Appel et al. (2002; see also Thissen et al., 2021), 
where suspense was one of 14 dimensions and was measured using five items.

2.  Suspense

Suspense shall be understood as an experiential process during the reception of 
narrative media offerings, involving both cognitive and affective aspects. In litera-
ture, this experience is characterized by at least six attributes: (1) attitude toward 
the protagonist, (2) empathy/identification, (3) anticipation of a certain outcome, 
(4) uncertainty about the outcome, (5) risk perception, and (6) preference for a cer-
tain outcome (e. g. Borringo, 1980; Carroll, 1990; de Wied, 1991; Eder, 2007; Früh, 
2002; Fuchs, 2000; Hant, 1999; Öhding, 1998; Schulze, 2006; Zillmann, 1996).

However, we only consider three of these attributes essential for the presence 
of suspense. These are (1) preference for a certain outcome, (2) uncertainty about 
the course of events, and (3) a perceived risk for the protagonist. This may lead to 
additional affective experiential phenomena. As for the other attributes such as 
the attitude toward the protagonist, empathic processes, and anticipation of a 
certain outcome, they are merely necessary prerequisites. They must be present 
for suspense to occur, but they do not constitute the experience of suspense by 
themselves.

Preference for a certain outcome

The preference for a certain outcome of the plot is initially necessary for experi-
encing narrative suspense (Borringo, 1980; Carroll, 1990, 1996; Eder, 2007; 
Hant, 1999; Öhding, 1998; Zillmann, 1996). The preference manifests as a desire 
for the main character to escape from threatening situations and/or achieve their 

1 This sentence is the analogous translation of the title of a paper published by Vorderer in 1994.
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goal, while also expressing concern about their potential failure. Those who are 
indifferent to the main character and their fate will not experience suspense. Pre-
ferring a certain outcome is thus a necessary and, together with the following two 
attributes, sufficient condition for experiencing suspense.

Uncertainty

Viewers anticipate various plot outcomes, the realization of which remain uncer-
tain to them. Consequently, they only have a presumption of how the situation 
will actually unfold. This causes uncertainty, a condition that Carroll (1990) con-
siders central to the experience of suspense. Carroll (1990, pp. 137–138) empha-
sizes that it must appear unlikely that the story will have a good ending to main-
tain suspense. Zillmann (1980, pp. 138–139; 1996, p. 200) specifies that 
uncertainty is not a linear condition: “Uncertainty is thus at a maximum when 
the odds for a desired or a feared outcome are 50–50” (Zillmann, 1996, p. 200).

It should be noted that the degree of uncertainty is not solely evaluated from 
the recipients’ perspective. Otherwise, the experience of suspense in repeated ex-
posure could not be explained. This “Paradox of Suspense,” as described by Car-
roll (1996), can be resolved by the so-called “Deictic Shift” (Segal, 1995): The 
audience, due to various empathic or identificatory processes, finds itself im-
mersed in the story and experiences the plot from the perspective of the protago-
nist. Consequently, they can also empathize with the protagonist’s uncertainty 
about the plot’s progression.

Risk perception

The perception of risk or jeopardy to the well-being of the main character is often 
described as crucial to experiencing suspense (Borringo, 1980; Carroll, 1990; de 
Wied, 1991; Hant, 1999). For example, Zillmann (1996, p. 208) defines suspense 
as “a noxious affective reaction that characteristically derives from the respon-
dents’ acute, fearful apprehension about deplorable events that threaten liked 
protagonists.” De Wied (1991, p. 16) concurs, stating that suspense can only arise 
when the narration provides hints that something bad or ominous may befall the 
main character. The higher the risk perception for the main character on the part 
of the audience, the greater the experience of suspense (Borringo 1980, p. 53; 
Carroll 1990, pp. 137–138; de Wied, 1991, p. 16). It is assumed that an event 
without significance to anyone would not lead to suspense (Schulze, 2006, p. 22). 
Therefore, there must be a credible risk from the audience’s perspective, even if it 
is the risk of not achieving a specific gain.

According to the argumentation, these three necessary and sufficient dimensi-
ons constitute suspense: (1) a clear preference for a certain outcome, (2) uncer-
tainty about this very outcome, and (3) the perception of significant risk to the 
protagonist’s well-being.
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3.  Development and testing of the scale for measuring suspense (SSE)

For the empirical assessment of the defined construct, we propose a post-receptive 
written survey. It measures three dimensions: preference for a certain outcome 
(e.g., “Ich wollte, dass die Hauptfigur unbedingt ihre Ziele erreicht.” [“I really 
wanted the main character to achieve their goals.”]), uncertainty (e.g., “Die 
Hauptfigur konnte sich lange Zeit nicht sicher sein, ob sie am Ende erfolgreich 
sein würde.” [“For a long time, the main character couldn’t be sure if they would 
succeed in the end.”]), and risk perception (e.g., “Für die Hauptfigur stand viel 
auf dem Spiel.” [“The stakes were high for the main character.”]).

To develop and validate the SSE, we conducted two main studies and two ex-
ploratory pilot studies. The starting point was a pool of 50 items generated on the 
basis of theoretical considerations and taking into account the discussed litera-
ture. This initial item pool was tested in two pilot studies (n1 = 71, n2 = 165) to 
obtain initial indications of the suitability of individual items. Participants were 
presented with the items immediately after the reception of an audiovisual narra-
tive offering (e.g., a movie) and were asked to retrospectively rate how strongly 
these statements applied to their experience during reception, using a seven-point 
rating scale (ranging from “does not apply at all” to “applies completely“).

Based on these pilot studies, a revised item pool consisting of a total of 31 
items for measuring the three dimensions of suspense was developed. This revised 
item pool underwent systematic testing in both a field study (n = 99) and a labo-
ratory study (n = 123). We again administered the survey immediately after the 
reception of a series or movie. Additionally, the questionnaire assessed other con-
structs, later used for the validation of the scale. The instructions for respondents 
and the seven-point rating scale used were derived from the previously mentioned 
pilot studies.

In an exploratory, iterative process, the item pool underwent numerous explo-
ratory factor analyses, gradually reducing the number of items considered. The 
aim of the item reduction was to achieve a consistent factor solution and to have 
an item count that would allow for a valid, reliable, and economical use of the 
scale in the field, ideally containing between ten and 15 items. At the end of the 
exploratory process, a selection of twelve items (four per dimension) remained. A 
principal axis analysis with non-orthogonal rotation of these twelve items was 
able to both reflect the intended factor structure and provide satisfactory statistics 
for both the structure and individual items.

This 12-item solution was then subjected to a (first) confirmatory factor analy-
sis (CFA) using the available data. The CFA included the twelve manifest variables 
for measuring the three dimensions of suspense. Suspense, in turn, was integrated 
into the measurement model as a higher-order latent construct (second-order fac-
tor; see, e.g., Yale et al., 2015). Model evaluation included χ², the χ²/df ratio, RM-
SEA, SRMR, and CFI (see, e.g., Kline, 2015). The various fit indices for the speci-
fied model generally indicated an adequate (RMSEA = 0.055, 95% CI [0.033; 
0.076]) to good and very good fit (χ² = 82.9; df = 50; χ²/df = 1.66; SRMR = 0.040; 
CFI = 0.976). Since this test of the measurement model relied on the same empiri-
cal data used for exploratory model specification, its confirmatory validity was not 
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sufficient (Seaman & Weber, 2015). Therefore, in the next step, we repeated this 
analysis on a new, independent sample.

The second study was conducted for the purpose of a second CFA, and thus, 
all twelve items of the three-factor solution presented above were administered. 
Data collection took place exclusively in a laboratory setting (as part of introduc-
tory communication science courses). In total 226 participants, comprising a con-
venience student sample, took part in this study. Three different TV series and 
two short films served as stimuli. The CFA followed the exact same procedure as 
the first CFA. While most fit indices in Study 2 were slightly less favorable than in 
Study 1, they all still indicated an adequate (RMSEA = 0.068, 95% CI [0.049; 
0.087]) to good fit (χ² = 101; df = 50; χ²/df = 2.02; SRMR = 0.047; CFI = 0.967).

In a final step, the findings for the SSE were subjected to validation. Therefore, 
12 hypotheses about the relationship between suspense as measured by the SSE 
and closely related constructs (e.g., state empathy, enjoyment, stimulus evaluati-
on, affective disposition) were formulated and justified. This nomological net-
work (Feigl, 1958) of 12 hypotheses was then tested using the data used for the 
first and second study. All but one hypotheses were confirmed.

4.  Discussion

The development of the scale for measuring narrative suspense was successful. 
With the Skala Spannungserleben (scale for measuring suspense; SSE), a valid and 
reliable, German-language instrument on measuring narrative suspense is now 
available.

Regarding the empirical and theoretical approach, there are some limitations: 
The development and testing of the scale were conducted on a limited range of 
stimuli. Additionally, the studies relied on convenience samples of predominantly 
young and student participants. Furthermore, the scale was tested in various con-
texts (laboratory and field) and for different genres, but only in the paper-pencil 
mode. We assume that the scale can be applied in the online mode with consistent 
quality. Validation of the scale in an online mode is pending. We do not see signi-
ficant areas of application for the oral mode. Nevertheless, the scale could theore-
tically be applied in this mode as well. 

Based on the validation for audiovisual narrative content, we recommend 
using the SSE only for such content. The questions can be deployed efficiently and 
flexibly in a self-administered survey. Although there are twelve items in total, we 
advise against further shortening the presented scale. Our findings do not support 
the validity and reliability of a further abbreviated scale. However, for practical 
research purposes, shorter scales are often sought after. Therefore, the develop-
ment of a separate short version of the SSE is desirable.

In the future, adjustments to the scale should also be made to expand its appli-
cability to other media contents (e.g., books, audio dramas, video games) and 
different survey modes and contexts. Since the development and validation pri-
marily used completed narrative audiovisual content, validating (and possibly ad-
apting) the scale for narrative media content with a story arc extending one epi-
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sode, feature film, etc. is desirable. We anticipate that the SSE can also be adapted 
for use with these non-completed formats.

Suspense, as conceptualized by us, can fundamentally arise during the recepti-
on of any media content, as long as the three central features (preference for a 
certain outcome, uncertainty, and risk perception) are present. However, these 
features can only occur during the reception of narrative content. Therefore, sus-
pense can also arise, for example, when playing video games that follow a story-
line (such as The Last of Us). Consequently, suspense in this context could be 
measured using an adapted version of our scale.
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