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Reading experiences: A matter of biological sex alone?

Abstract:
This contribution focuses on three reader characteristics that potentially moderate the relationship between biological sex and reading experiences: a reader’s gender, empathy and ability to critically and constructively perceive reality. These traits represent the covariates of an experimental design (with biological sex constituting IV1, text category IV2 (fiction/non-fiction) and thematic focus IV3 (inner world/outer world)). 88 readers (50% female) took part in the study and read one of four narratives randomly assigned to them. Reader traits and reading experiences were assessed by questionnaire. Regression analyses showed that the relationship between biological sex and reading experiences is considerably complex: contrary to expectation, gender did not impact reading experiences in significant ways. In line with the hypothesis, however, higher levels of empathy, of critically thinking about mediated contents, and of constructively adopting narrative contents to one’s own life significantly related to higher degrees of the reading experiences of men and women. 
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Women are from Venus, men are from Mars! Women are more emotional, men more rational! And women are concerned with relationships, whereas men are concerned with soccer and cars! Intercultural studies in fact confirm that gender stereotypes of this sort are upheld in the majority of nations across the globe (e.g. Williams and Best, 1990a/b). As with respect to actual differences between men and women, however, the picture is considerably more complex, with some areas of human functioning (especially constitution-related areas such as motoric skills, or mortality and disease rates) portraying profound differences between males and females, and other areas (especially constitution-unrelated areas such as cognitive intelligence or the display of emotions) pointing to high degrees of overlap (Scheele, 1998). Crude differences between men and women in the said constitution-related areas have furthermore been shown to have decreased during the past two decades – due to shifting gender roles and context factors such as improved education opportunities or a successive entering of women into the labour market (overview in Ashmore, 1990; Eagly, 1987). A number of meta-analyses have thus shown that men and women are not so different after all in verbal and mathematic abilities as well as spatial sense, and that many behaviours stereotypically associated with one or the other sex are by no means a matter of constitution, but highly context-dependent (overview in Alfermann, 1996; see also Maccoby, 2000): aggressive behaviour, for instance, a behaviour more frequently associated with men, has repeatedly been shown to be displayed by women, too – particularly in the context of close relationships; and emotions have been demonstrated to be highly similar in men and women as well (Fischer, 2000). 
It is all the more surprising, then, that differences between men and women appear to be fundamentally robust in one specific area of human functioning – i.e. the use and reception of literary artworks: Research about reading habits and practices of men and women often exhibit weighty disparities in reading quantity, preferences, purposes, and the ways in which men and women read. Representative surveys carried out by major German foundations (such as the Bertelsmann Foundation (Bertelsmann Stiftung) or the Reading Foundation (Stiftung Lesen) have shown that women enjoy reading more than men do, read more frequently than their male counterparts, and read for the purpose of getting entertained and to relax. Men on the other hand, happen to retrieve less pleasure from reading, and to read mainly for the sake of acquiring knowledge (Garbe, 1993; Langen and Bentlange, 2000; Stiftung Lesen, 2001). Reported differences between men and women are also closely linked to what women and men read: Women occur to read fictional novels, men to prefer non-fictional texts (Gilges, 1992; Stiftung Lesen, 2001). And women fancy reading about the interpersonal issues of characters, while men favour reading about the complexities of the world surrounding them (Bonfadelli, 1999; Gilges, 1992; Stiftung Lesen, 2001).

While sex differences concerning reading preferences and reasons are thus well established, comparatively little is known about men’s and women’s ways, about their experience of reading. Preliminary results, however, indicate that women allow themselves to become emotionally involved with story characters, whereas men employ a more distant and rational type of reading (Köcher, 1993; Oatley, 1999; similar findings for the reception of audiovisual media products have been found by Oliver, 2000). Likewise, women occur to be more willing to establish links between the literary world and their own reality and to come to terms with real life issues through literature. It seems that men, on the other hand, prefer to read in order to distance themselves from their real life – and get carried away from their real life for a moment (Charlton, Burbaum and Sutter, 2004; Schreier and Odağ, 2004; similar findings for the reception of audiovisual media products have been found by Press, 1990).

For the main part, however, these findings have been obtained in survey-type studies that did not look in-depth at reading strategies and reading processes. The few studies that have been conducted using a more in-depth approach have yielded more complex and somewhat contradictory findings – for instance a study by Pette (2001), or a study by Odağ (2008)
, which indicated a considerable area of overlap between men and women, in both reading experiences and in linking the reading to one’s own life. Pettes study, for instance, employed an ethnographic approach, asking readers of the novel Tomorrow In The Battle Think Of Me (by Javier Marias) to keep a diary of their reading and meticulously note down, apart from reading settings and frequencies, what went through their minds each time they read. In addition, these diaries were complemented by interviews serving to assess the topics each reader was dealing with as part of his or her own life at the time of reading the novel. By combining reading diaries with interviews on individual life themes, Pette was able to pinpoint several reading strategies that converged the novel’s contents with readers’ life themes. The study demonstrated that – wherever the novel touched upon a reader’s life world – readers readily engaged in reflecting themselves, thereby accentuating and extrapolating their own identities. This was by no means confined to the women of the diary study, only – men likewise established relationships between the novel and themselves. 
While Pette’s study was not specifically designed to assess differences between men and women, Odağ’s 2008 study, by contrast, was an experimental study explicitly comparing the experiential reading states
 of men and women to each other. More precisely, Odağ’s project was designed to predict differences in the reading experiences of men and women, assuming that in addition to their biological sex, certain textual features – such as the category of the literary artwork (fiction vs. non-fiction) or its thematic focus (inner world of protagonists vs. outer world of protagonists) – as well as certain reader characteristics – such as a reader’s gender, empathy, or reality perception, will have specific effects on the reception as well. It was for these reasons that Odağ asked readers (with certain traits) to read texts (with predefined characteristics) and report their reading experiences in considerable detail – i.e. by filling out questionnaires and writing reports about their reading experiences. Odağ’s study thereby revealed a number of similarities between male and female readers in both the degrees with which they became emotionally engaged during reading and the extent to which they associated their own lives with the narratives’ protagonists. High degrees of identification with the story characters as well as high degrees of empathy were experienced by both men and women in this study. While the results comparing the experiential reading states of men and women as well as the impact of textual factors have been reported elsewhere (in Odağ, 2008), this contribution goes beyond comparing the reading experiences of men and women to take a closer look at several reader characteristics potentially moderating this relationship. Main aim is to demonstrate that the reading experiences of men and women can in fact be of highly similar degrees – largely depending on characteristics other than biological sex. 
Potential factors moderating men’s and women’s reading experience 

Survey-type studies, still constituting the most influential empirical reading studies today, are inflicted with the tendency to draw a direct link between reading practices and biological sex without taking into account possible moderating factors such as features of texts themselves or trait characteristics of readers other than biological sex. The present study was designed to rectify this point of criticism, by a) modelling reading experiences as an interaction between text features and reader characteristics (see above) and b) examining the impact of the said three reader traits assumed to have an impact on reading experiences as well: a reader’s gender, a reader’s ability to empathize with others and a reader’s ability to perceive a media product’s reality in critical and constructive ways. The following is a brief description of these characteristics and their explanatory potential in the context of a study about male and female ways of reading.
Gender

The many sex differences concerning reading indicate that media (especially reading) and gender socialization are closely interrelated (cf. Garbe, 2004): in the process of growing up, girls and boys learn – to put it somewhat bluntly - that ego shooter computer games are for boys, and that reading novels is for girls. It is thus plausible that the above sex differences in reading are socially and culturally based, not rooted in biological and physiological differences – and that reading is an area that is more likely to be affected by socialization differences than by biological differences only. This study therefore not only looked at biological sex as a potential impact on experiences during reading, but at gender as well. While the construct sex refers to biological differences between men and women, gender refers to the socio-cultural differences between masculine and feminine personalities (for an overview, see Ashmore, 1990; Cook, 1985, 1987). According to theories of gender or gender role orientation (which in the literature have been used interchangeably), feminine and masculine personalities are by no means invariably fixed at the moment we are born, but develop throughout the course of life and are shaped through highly individual socialization experiences. In psychology, the gender of an individual is thus typically based on two independent dimensions: a femininity dimension (which has also been termed expressiveness) and a masculinity dimension (which has also been termed instrumentality; cf. Ashmore, 1990). In line with these concepts, a man needs not be limited to masculine traits only, but may possess feminine ones as well – or only feminine characteristics, even (such as kindness, sensitivity and tact). And a woman needs not be limited to feminine traits – she may as well have attributes that are stereotypically considered to be masculine (such as goal-directedness, independence, decisiveness, and leadership ability). The most well-known conceptualization of gender as a personality trait has been put forward by Sandra Bem and Janet Spence in the 1970s and altered ever since – concurrently producing a number of instruments for assessing gender (for instance, Bem, 1974; Spence, Helmreich and Stapp, 1975). The present study made use of one of these instruments – the German Extended Personality Attributes Questionnaire (GEPAQ by Runge et al., 1981; a shortened version can be found in Scheele, 1990, p. 149f.) which distinguishes between masculine (instrumental) and feminine (expressive) individuals by assessing both dimensions by means of 5 bipolar scales each: an item assessing femininity, for example, asks readers to locate themselves on a 5-point scale ranging from 1 = ‘I am not emotional’ to 5 = ‘I am very emotional’. Main aim behind employing this instrument was to see if differing forms of gender role identification entail different degrees of reading experiences. In this, it was assumed that the interrelationship between biological sex and reading would extend to gender as well. A first hypothesis was thus advanced to the effect that higher degrees of a person’s femininity were assumed to entail higher scores on scales measuring emotional aspects of the reading experience (hypothesis 1). Conversely, higher degrees of masculinity were predicted to entail lower scores on these scales (hypothesis 2). 
Empathy

A reader’s ability to feel with a mediated character, to comprehend his or her life situation, and to see things through his or her perspective – i.e. a reader’s empathy – has often been considered a precondition for an aesthetic reception of narratives and a core facilitator of emotional engagement when reading literary texts (Andringa, 1989; Groeben & Vorderer, 1988; Vorderer, 1996a/b). Empirical findings about this impact, however, are relatively scarce. Most empirical work on this factor is confined to the context of audiovisual media products, such as tearjerkers (Oliver, 1993; Oliver, Sargent and Weaver, 1998) or thrillers (Raney, 2006; for a comprehensive conceptualization of empathy in the context of audiovisual media, see Zillmann, 2006b). And the few studies that do take empathy into account in the context of reading unexceptionally include empathy as a dependent variable, empathy as a state, which is then deemed to constitute the outcome of the reading activity (see, for instance, Hakemulder, 2000). The present study aimed to expand upon previous research and take into account empathy as a trait that – as an independent variable – may impact the degree of experiential states during the reception of narratives
. In the past decades, there have been a multitude of conceptualizations of empathy (for an overview see Eisenberg, 2000a/b) - one of which was considered especially promising in the context of research on biological sex and reading: a conceptualization by an Austrian group of researchers where empathy towards mediated characters is distinguished from empathy towards real persons (Leibetseder, Lairaiter, Riepler and Köller, 2001). A sample item for the former dimension was “When watching a good movie, I vividly feel with the characters involved”. A sample item for the latter dimension was “Seeing a lonely person in a group makes me sad”. Each item was responded to on 5-point Likert-type of scales measuring the degree with which readers agreed. Main aim behind making use of this instrument was to see whether different levels of empathy would result in different levels of experiences during reading – and thus constitute a factor independent of biological sex. In this, empathy was assumed to form a positive relationship with reading experiences – i.e. higher levels of the ability to empathize with other persons or mediated characters were believed to concur with higher levels of reading experiences (with hypothesis 3 referring to real and hypothesis 4 to mediated characters).

Reality Perception
In contrast to the aforementioned traits (gender and empathy), reality perception has been conceptualized within the framework of media studies and media psychology, and refers to the competence at adequately handling fact and fiction during media use (for an overview, see Busselle and Greenberg, 2000; Rothmund, Schreier and Groeben, 2001). According to this concept, competent reality perception not only entails the ability to adequately draw a line between a product of fiction and one’s own reality, but to, where appropriate, also establish connections between the media product and one’s own reality. Competent readers of Anna Karenina, for example, should be able to experience pity with Anna or Wronsky – but at the same time leave that pity behind upon closing the book. Reality perception has thus been conceptualized as those parts of a person’s overall media competence that focus on distinguishing between fact and fiction and/or relating the two to each other (see a recent multidimensional conceptualization of media competence in Groeben, 2002). Dimensions concerning the interrelationship between fact and fiction have also been termed constructive, whereas dimensions concerning the separation of fact and fiction have been termed critical (Schreier and Appel, 2002). Both dimensions of reality perception appeared promising for a study on biological sex and reading – precisely because much of what men and women feel during reading appears to be inherently linked to their abilities in relating what they read to their own lives. Research shows that women are especially good at constructively establishing links between a narrative and themselves, whereas men occur to be especially good at drawing lines between a narrative and themselves (see introductory part of this paper). Both dimensions of reality perception were hence included in this study and assessed by a questionnaire devised by Schreier and Appel (e.g. 2002). This instrument further differentiated between several components of critical and constructive media reception. Among the components constituting critical aspects of media reception were separation, reflection and cognitive engagement: A person with competences at separation is able to distinguish between mediated and real experiences, to receive critically, and to effortlessly leave a mediated experience behind. A sample item for this component of critical reality perception is “I hardly ever need to find my bearings after finishing a novel”. Reflection refers to a deliberate and conscious adoption of mediated information to one’s own life, a sample item being “When a protagonist’s problems resemble mine, I pay special attention to how exactly he or she solves them.” Finally, cognitively engaging with mediated characters involves thinking and reasoning about them and their actions. A sample item assessing this component is “I typically tend to ruminate a lot about the plot of a novel”.
Among the components constituting constructive aspects of media reception were enjoyment, willingness to engage and application: Enjoyment refers to the ability of persons to retrieve pleasure from the mediated experience, a sample item being “When reading a good book I tend to forget about everything else.” Apart from a pleasureful experience, however, constructive aspects of reality perception also entail the willingness to become immersed into a mediated world and find one’s way there (an inverted item for willingness to engage being “When reading a novel, I have a hard time distinguishing between the many characters involved”). But constructive media reception also comprises the ability to apply the mediated contents to one’s own life – such is the case in the sample item “One can learn a lot from a good novel”. Dimensions and components were assessed by means of 8-point Likert-type of scales ranging from 1 = I do not agree at all to 8 = I fully agree. Greater levels of the ability to constructively relate fact to fiction were predicted to correlate with greater levels of reading experiences (hypothesis 5). By contrast, greater levels of the ability to critically separate fact from fiction were assumed to correlate with lower levels of reading experiences during reading (hypothesis 6).

Experiential states during media reception:
In conceptualizing experiential states during media reception, a distinction has often been made between a more distant mode of reception on the one hand that is characterized by a reflexive appreciation of the art work and an involved mode on the other hand where the recipient is drawn into the work of art and feels with the characters (overview in: Groeben & Vorderer, 1988, pp. 202ff.; Schreier & Appel, 2002, pp. 243ff.). And depending on the research tradition, these experiences have been labelled in many different ways: 
Oatley (1994), for instance, distinguishes between more distant outer and the more involved inner emotions; Tan (1994) uses the terminology of A-emotions (in the sense of aesthetic appreciation) and F-emotions (resulting from the entry into the fictional world), and Rapp (1973) distinguishes between in-lusion (a more distant form of reception) and il-lusion (a more proximal form of reception).

In reading research, the ‘inner’ emotion of identification has been of particular concern and variously conceptualized – for instance, as ‘becoming one with a protagonist’ or as ‘feeling with a protagonist’ (for an overview, see Andringa, 2004). Identification with the story world has also been termed “getting lost” in a fictional world (Nell, 1988) or being “transported” into a story (Gerrig, 1993). While the state of identification with a character typically involves taking that person’s perspective, however, other researchers have argued that when engaging in the reception of fiction, one usually is in the situation of a witness rather than of a person immediately involved: the recipient can only be an onlooker, but cannot change the way the story unfolds. 
This sense of feeling for a fictional character from the position of an outsider has, in counterdistinction to identification, been termed empathy (state empathy; cf. Tan, 1994; Zillmann, 1991). A particular type of empathy characterized by a specific constellation of protagonistic and antagonistic forces has been called suspense (for instance: Vorderer & Knobloch, 2000). 

By contrast, research on the reception of audiovisual products has focused more on states of what has been termed involvement. As with ‘identification’, multiple meanings can be distinguished. In the first place, ‘involvement’ has been used in the sense of emotional involvement, referring to a highly engrossed type of reception experience characterized by feeling with the fictional characters (for instance Kim & Rubin, 1997). This type of emotional involvement has been considered the opposite of an analytic mode of reception (Vorderer, 1992). In analytic reception (as an ‘outer’ type of reception experience), the focus is on maintaining one’s distance to the fictional world and on evaluating the media product in terms of aesthetics, style, or quality of the acting. Involvement, however, need not be restricted to becoming emotionally engrossed in a media product, but can also entail an active mode of engaging with a media product, characterized by a high degree of elaboration and inferences. This reception mode has been named cognitive involvement (Kim & Rubin, 1997; similar concepts underlie narrative engagement according to Strange & Leung, 1999 and resonance according to Larssen & Seilman, 1988). 

With the advent of the new digital media, yet another concept for characterizing the reception experience has gained prominence: presence (Lombard & Ditton, 1997). Someone is present in a mediated environment to the extent that he or she loses all sense of its mediated nature. Among others, an important component of the experience of presence is the sense of physically being there.

Other experiential states of media reception mentioned in the literature include flow and parasocial interaction. ‘Flow’ refers to a psychological concept that was originally devised to describe a state of effortlessly engaging in an activity that offers increasing degrees of challenge as well as immediate feedback (such as mountain climbing, or performing surgery: Csikszentmihalyi, 1975; Rheinberg, 1996), but has since also been extended to cover engrossing experiential states during media reception (Muth, 1996).

In recent years, scholars have attempted to integrate these highly diverse conceptualizations of experiences during media use – as well as their instruments for assessment. In the present study, a comprehensive questionnaire devised by a group of researchers at Cologne University in Germany was used to assess experiences during reading (see Appel, Koch, Schreier and Groeben, 2002). The instrument comprises altogether 14 potentially distinct experiential states – grounded in the conceptualizations mentioned above: focusing of attention („While reading I noticed that I was thinking of something else.“; inverse item), immersion in a text („I forgot about the world around me while reading.“), vividness („I had problems visualizing what I was reading about.“; inverse item), being there („It felt as though I was actually in the world described by the text.“), ending of reception („When I finished reading it felt like I had just returned from a long journey.“), suspense („I was curious to find out what would happen next.“), emotional involvement („I felt touched by the text.“), pleasure in reading („I enjoyed reading this text.“), identification („I felt sorry for the main protagonist.“), parasocial interaction („At least once I felt the impulse to say something to the main protagonist.“), cognitive involvement („I kept on thinking about the text.“), thematic interest („I would like to read another text on the same topic.“), analytic mode of reception („I noticed the language used in the text.“), and ease of cognitive access („I found the events easy to follow.“). While these scales all refer to fiction products, most of them also appear suitable for assessing experiential states during the reading of non-fiction. The agreement of readers with each item was assessed on 6-point Likert-type of scales, ranging from 6 = Do fully agree to 1 = Do not agree at all.
Study design, sampling, and procedure
The abovementioned experimental design of the study, in addition to biological sex as an independent variable (IV1), comprised two variables on the side of the texts: category of narrative (IV2) distinguished between fiction-texts and non-fiction-texts; thematic focus of narrative (IV3) distinguished between a focus on the inner world of protagonists or the outer world of protagonists. As already mentioned, these independent variables and their impacts on emotional experiences during reading have been covered in Odağ (2008). The present study thus focuses on the remaining moderating variables: A reader’s gender role orientation (in terms of an expressive or instrumental gender role), a reader’s ability to empathize with others, and a reader’s competence at reality perception were included as covariates in the present design. In a first step, all reader characteristic were treated independently from biological sex and thus examined across both men and women (see hypotheses above). In a second step, impacts of the three trait characteristics within the group of men and within the group of women were further explored (exploratory research question).
88 readers, half of them male, participated in the reading study, their age ranging from 19 to 61 with an average of M = 26 years. The sample consisted of mainly interested readers of literature – i.e. individuals with little interest in reading were not included. Interested female readers were addressed in a literature studies seminar at Lüneburg University
. Interested male readers were recruited via several sources, including student councils such as the student council of linguistics at Tübingen University as well as pertinent online-journals such as www.kritische-ausgabe.de (a critic journal in the area of cultural and literature studies). The idea underlying a limitation of the study on interested readers was to develop a theory on constituents of ‘competent’ readers, be they male or female. It should be noted, therefore, that the results of the present study cannot be taken to generalize to an overall population of female and male readers in general, but to a limited selection of avid German readers only. This study is thus not a representative study, but a study examining only certain males and females whose reading interests and experiences appeared to overlap to a great extent.
One of four narrative texts, representing the variation on text side briefly mentioned above (see Odağ, 2008, for a more detailed description of texts included), was randomly selected for each reader and subsequently sent to him or her by post. Readers were asked to read the texts at home, i.e. in their natural environment, and fill out the questionnaires immediately following the reception of the narrative. Readers were asked to send the material back in an envelope already stamped and addressed, and also enclosed in the material.
For purposes of data preparation, each reader characteristic was transformed into a summative index, provided that internal consistency scores and factor loadings were sufficiently high (i.e. Cronbach’s α > 0.06 and aij > 0.5). This was the case with the reader characteristics femininity, masculinity, empathy towards mediated characters, and empathy towards real persons. For critical and constructive reality perception, however, empirical data did not fully confirm the underlying theoretical conceptualization. All critical components of reality perception (i.e. separation, reflection and cognitive engagement) as well as the constructive component application loaded highly on the same factor, with separation loading negatively on it. As each of these components (including the inverted separation scale) refers to transferring and applying mediated contents to one’s own life, this first factor was termed adoption of mediated contents. The remaining second factor, by contrast, comprised the two constructive components enjoyment and willingness to engage, with both of them touching upon a person’s willingness to become immersed and find one’s way into mediated contents. This second factor was thus termed readiness to engage. As with respect to reading experiences, constituting the dependent variable of the present study design, aggregation to an index score for each participant was in fact possible (upon inspection of internal consistencies and factor loadings) – and resulted in the involvement index for each reader. 
In order to test the impact of the covariates on reading experiences, a hierarchical regression analysis was carried out into which independent text and reader variables, their interactions and the covariates were entered as predictors and involvement constituted the criterion variable. Regression analyses were calculated both across biological sex and within. An analysis across biological sex served to test the unique impacts of gender role orientation, empathy and reality perception on overall involvement (regression analysis 1). In order to explore possible effects of gender role orientation, empathy and reality perception within males and females, however, two additional regressions were carried out (regression analyses 2 and 3).

Results
· insert table 1 about here – 

Regression analysis 1

The entire regression model
 (comprising 11 predictors altogether; see below) explains 56 % of the variation in the criterion variable (F = 6,860; dfRegression = 13; dfResidual = 70; p < 0,001). The adjusted R² amounts to 48.00 %. For reasons of comprehensiveness, the entire model shall next be described in greater detail, although the subsequent results section will mainly focus on the impacts of the said reader characteristics gender role orientation, empathy, and reality perception.
The two independent text variables (category of narrative and thematic focus of narrative) constituted block 1 of the model (see model 1 in table 1)
 and resulted in the largest increase in R² (ΔR² = 0,255; p < 0,001) – thus constituting a large effect according to Cohen (1988). Independent variable biological sex was entered the model next (see model 2 in table 1) and also yielded a significant increase in R² (ΔR² = 0,038; p = 0,041) – thereby entailing a small effect according to Cohen (1988). Two interaction terms (category of narrative*biological sex and thematic focus*biological sex) were entered the regression next (see model 3 in table 1) and yielded a further significant increase in R² (ΔR² = .072; p = 0,015), which due to the amount of variance already explained by the separate predictors on their own, according to Aiken and West (1991) needs be interpreted as a medium-sized effect. The two indices of gender role orientation (masculinity and femininity) were subsequently entered the regression (see model 4 in table 1) and yielded no significant increase in R² (ΔR² = 0,003; p = 0,845). The empathy-predictors (empathy with mediated characters and empathy with real persons), by contrast, yielded a further significant increase in R² (ΔR² = 0,119; p < 0,001), representing a small effect according to Cohen (1988; see model 5 in table 1). In Model 6 of the regression, the two indices of reality perception result in an additional significant increase in R² (ΔR² = 0,067; p = 0,006) – which according to Cohen (1988) is also small. Finally, the regression includes the impact of demographics (i.e. age and level of education) on reading experiences as well – entered into the regression as part of model 6 (see table 1). Their impacts, however, remain insignificant (ΔR² = 0,006; p = 0,628).

· insert table 2 about here

Table 2 presents the beta-values of each model predictor separately. As mentioned above, this contribution will not cover all predictors of the regression model, but instead zoom in on the impacts of the three reader variables gender role orientation, empathy, and reality perception – impacts of the remaining predictors are referred to in Odağ (2008).
Of the three reader characteristics deemed relevant in this contribution, only two appear to have a significant impact on involvement during reading. Gender role orientation appears to not affect reading involvement in significant ways – neither masculinity, nor femininity constitutes a significant predictor in the present model, disconfirming hypothesis 1 of this study. Empathy, appears to not entail a significant effect, either. A closer inspection of the impact of empathy, however, reveals that the significance of this predictor is largely dependent on the third covariate of the analysis, i.e. reality perception: Empathy, and more precisely empathy towards mediated characters, does in fact contribute significantly to the variance in the criterion variable involvement in model 5 of the regression (see table 1), i.e. as long as reality perception is not entered the regression, yet (βEmpathy towards mediated characters= 0,296; t = 2,750; p = 0,007; βEmpathy towards real persons = 0,176; t = 1,432; p = 0,156). Upon entering the two predictors of reality perception in model 6, however, the significant effect of empathy towards mediated characters disappears – pointing to a potential third variable effect (see the interpretation part of this paper below). Results concerning the impact of empathy towards mediated characters are thus mixed, in part confirming hypothesis 4 of the study, in part disconfirming it. Hypothesis 3, assuming a positive relationship between empathy towards real persons and involvement during reading, can, at the same time, not be confirmed at all. Meanwhile, reality perception does seem to matter: Both the competence at critically adopting mediated contents to one’s own life and the readiness to constructively become engaged with a mediated story world constitute marginal impacts on involvement during reading. Hypothesis 5, predicting a positive relationship between constructive dimensions of reality perception and involvement, can thus be confirmed. Hypothesis 6, however, expecting critical dimensions of reality perception to be altogether detrimental for involvement, cannot be confirmed. Critically thinking about mediated content, cognitively engaging with the story and its protagonists, as well as adopting their experiences to one’s own life – upon close inspection of whether or not the mediated contents fit one’s own situation – turns out to, contrary to expectation, increase levels of involvement during reading.
Regression analyses 2 and 3

In order to find out whether the three covariates of the present study have any impact on involvement within the groups of males and females, two additional regression analyses were conducted – both of them employing the same predictors as the above regression model, entered in the same order. Regression model 2 – confined to the sub-sample of women – explains 48 % of criterion variance; the adjusted R² amounts to 44,8 %. Apart from the impacts of the two independent text variables (category of narrative and thematic focus of narrative), empathy towards real persons exerts a significant impact on the women’s involvement during reading (β = 0,423; t = 2,063; p = 0,048). In addition, the readiness to engage with mediated contents turns out to significantly increase involvement as well (β = 0,359; t = 2,752; p = 0,010). Regression model 3 – conducted within the sub-sample of men – explains only 11 % of criterion variance with an adjusted R² of 6,3 %. In this model, only the competence at adopting mediated contents to one’s own life appears to have a significant impact on involvement during reading (β = 0,474; t = 2,126; p = 0,042). The remaining predictors, including the impacts of textual features, remain insignificant here. 
Exploratory questions concerning the impact of reader characteristics within the two reader groups need therefore be answered separately for each group of sex: In the group of female readers, apart from textual features, it is particularly empathy towards real persons as well as a readiness to engage with narrative products that appears to play a role. Women who are able to assume the perspective of other people and feel with them, willing to be transported into literary worlds, will experience higher levels of involvement during reading than women who are less competent at these traits. While text characteristics turn out to affect the overall reading experience of women, however, the experience of men appears to be altogether untouched by features of texts. In the group of men, only the competence at thinking about mediated contents and adopting them to one’s own life upon closer inspection, appears to matter. Men who are particularly good at this experience greater degrees of involvement.  
Discussion and conclusion
In contrast to most representative studies on reading practices, this study was an experimental study making use of an interaction model of reading – thereby assuming ‘gendered’ reading experiences to be ultimately moderated by an interplay of textual features and reader characteristics, the latter including both biological sex and several other attributes of readers. The present contribution mainly focused on three reader characteristics, other than biological sex, that appeared particularly relevant in the context of a study examining the relationship between biological sex and reading: This was first of all a reader’s socio-cultural identification with a masculine or a feminine gender role, which – in contrast to a plain differentiation into male and female – was expected to have much larger an impact on reading experiences. Besides, however, two more specific competences were predicted to play a role as well. A reader’s ability to empathize with real and mediated others and a reader’s ability to constructively relate as well as critically distinguish fact and fiction during media use have been put forward as further impacts, potentially moderating the reading experience of men and women.
This study showed that the gender role orientation of the male and female readers did not matter in the ways predicted, and that masculine and feminine identities, contrary to expectations in hypotheses 1 and 2, did not affect reading experiences significantly. Considering that differences and similarities in reading practices and experiences are very likely acquired through socialization, however, and very unlikely to be determined by a person’s crude categorization into male or female, the results of this study are highly startling. They can, in part, be explained by the instrument used to assess gender here, and more precisely its lack of validity in assessing gender in the context of a reading study: The German Extended Personality Attributes Questionnaire (Runge et al., 1981) employed in the present study is grounded in a rather narrow definition of gender in terms of an identification of a person with feminine (i.e. expressive) and masculine (i.e. instrumental) traits (see above). But this type of conceptualization appears to not capture or bring to the fore the subtle relationship that is likely to exist between gender and reading. Identifying with masculinity or femininity appears to simply be too distant from concepts covering reading experiences, and would thus need to be broken down into aspects that correspond with reading behaviour to a greater extent. As the majority of instruments assessing gender are confined to notions of masculine (i.e. instrumental) and feminine (i.e. expressive) traits, however, more specific and differentiated instruments need be devised in the first place. Constructing them appears to be worthwhile, however, – as a number of empirical reading studies already point to fine developmental interdependencies between gender and reading socialization. Idiosyncratic constructions of gender identities seem to be inextricably linked with individual media biographies: Qualitative case studies by Garbe (2004), for instance, or Charlton and Neumann (1986) exemplify a tight association between reception patterns and gender identity. Garbes case Marcel, for example, demonstrates how excessive use of television can be instrumentalised to distance oneself from a patronizing mother, and thereby consolidate a sense of traditional masculinity. The case Carmen in Charlton and Neumann’s study, by contrast, illustrates ways in which media use can strengthen the identification with a feminine gender role – i.e. by accentuating and expanding movie scenes in ways that meet the demands of femininity. And according to a series of studies on gendered experiences with audiovisual media products (such as the ones listed by Zillmann and Weaver, 1996; see also Oliver, Sargent and Weaver, 1998; Oliver, Weaver and Sargent, 2000), displaying certain emotions while withholding others is deemed beneficial for an enhancement of one’s own gendered self esteem – holding back negative emotions during the reception of suspenseful thrillers, for instance, and displaying positive emotions may potentially boost a man’s self worth, whereas displaying fear and anxiety coupled with reduced feelings of pleasure and joy, may in fact corroborate the gender identity of a female. Even though results of empirical studies surrounding audiovisual media products cannot be adopted to research on reading one by one, they highlight the importance of taking a closer look at interrelationships of the social constructions of gender and media use – and more specifically, reading. Such intricacies should be the focus of further research on reading and gender, employing different and more reading-related instruments for assessment. 
This study further demonstrated that empathy may in fact play a role with respect to experiential states of men and women during reading. Higher levels of an ability to empathize with mediated characters entailed higher levels of experiential states during reading – and this occurred to be the case across both sexes (at least initially, before reality perception was entered the model). In other words, the stronger a reader’s affinity to understand the perspective of a protagonist and feel with him or her, the more was this reader engrossed by the protagonist’s fate – independent of whether the reader was male or female. It can be inferred, therefore, that empathic people, particularly those that are willing to step into the shoes of mediated characters, are more prone to virtually ‘trying on’ other people’s fates and experiment with occurrences they would otherwise not encounter in real life. In the literature, such ways of reading have also been shown to modify a person and add to a person’s growth and identity development (e.g. Hurrelmann, 2003; Miall & Kuiken, 2002). As described earlier, empathy has long been considered a fundamental precondition for an aesthetic reception of literary texts (see, for instance Andringa, 1989), but scholars had corroborated this idea with little empirical evidence so far. This study, on one hand, started to fill this gap in the literature. On the other hand, this study went beyond previous research by adopting a more differentiated view of empathy – distinguishing between empathy with mediated characters and empathy with real persons (see the conceptualization by Leibetseder et al., 2001). The latter, in this study, did not affect reading experiences in significant ways (thereby contradicting hypothesis 3 of the study). It was the former, i.e. empathy with mediated characters, that did (forming evidence for hypothesis 4). It appears that, in order for a reader to be moved by literature, he or she needs to know how to assume the perspective of the mediated actors within. Being empathic with persons in real life, it seems, does not suffice. A lot more research is needed to corroborate these findings, and many more studies are necessary to test the intricate relationship between trait empathy and experiential states during reading (and media use in general). This study should be taken as a first step in that direction.
It is interesting to note, however, that empathy was more relevant for the female readers of the present study, and to a large degree irrelevant for the males. Exploratory findings showed that the degree of empathy in women significantly increased the extent to which these women were touched by the narratives. Likewise interesting (and in fact contrasting the above findings across sexes) was the exploratory result that empathy towards real persons explained significant portions of the variance in the women’s involvement, whereas empathy towards mediated characters proved to be irrelevant here. By contrast, the readiness to engage with literary worlds, forming part of a person’s reality perception (see in greater detail below) played a significant role – women who were able to temporarily suspend their real life, and who allowed themselves to be transported into the narrative world, became more engaged during reading. And it appears to be precisely the antagonism of empathy towards real persons and, at the same time, letting go of one’s own reality, diving into narrative worlds, that makes women prone to involved ways of reading. Again, this exploratory result certainly needs more evidence through further research.

Also interesting was the finding that the general effect of empathy on involvement (across both sexes) was eliminated through the effect of the third covariate of the study – reality perception. Upon entering the two indices measuring reality perception (i.e. adoption of mediated contents and readiness to engage) into the regression model, the initially significant impact of empathy became insignificant, while the impacts of the said indices of reality perception turned out to be (marginally) significant. This relationship between empathy and reality perception has above been referred to as third variable effect – where the correlation between two variables (in this case empathy and involvement) is absorbed and nullified by a third variable (in this case reality perception). Empathy and reality perception could thus be conceptualized as hierarchical: It is plausible to assume that reality perception is the more comprehensive and encompassing concept of the two, thereby embracing elements of empathy: To feel with others, for instance, forms part of both empathy and constructive reality perception. The latter comprises more, however: Reflecting a character’s fate, and adopting his/her experiences to one’s own life, for example, both forming part of reality perception alone, happen to influence reading experiences beyond empathy. Yet, the relationship between empathy and critical and constructive ways of receiving the reality status of media products needs be examined more thoroughly in future studies.
As with respect to perceived reality, this study demonstrated that an involved way of reading requires both the ability to distinguish fact from fiction and the ability to constructively relate the two to each other – independently of being male or female. Constructive aspects of reality perception, such as the readiness to engage with mediated characters as well as the adoption of mediated contents to one’s own life, were evidenced to enhance experiential states during reading in expected ways (confirming hypothesis 5 of the study). Contrary to expectation, however, certain critical aspects of reality perception occurred to increase levels of involvement as well (disconfirming parts of hypothesis 6). Cognitively engaging with the protagonists, trying to understand their concerns, and elaborately reflecting these concerns, appeared to be critical components that in fact promoted experiential reading states. It was only one particular critical component of reality perception, i.e. the component separation, that proved to be detrimental for becoming involved with characters. Readers who were by default inclined to draw an outright line between themselves and mediated contents, wherever possible, experienced smaller degrees of involvement during reading than persons who were less succinct in setting this boundary (which can, in turn, count as evidence for hypothesis 6 of the present study). Taken together, this study showed that critical and constructive aspects of reality perception do in fact moderate involvement during reading beyond a person’s biological sex – and that the relationship between the dimensions of reality perception and reading involvement are not as simple as one may assume. These findings will of course have to be repeated and tested in further studies.
Still worth adding are exploratory results concerning the impact of reality perception within the two sexes: As already mentioned above, the readiness to engage with a narrative world constituted a significant impact for the reading experiences of female readers. Adopting the contents to one’s own life, however, occurred to enhance involvement in the group of men. Considering that prior research has pointed to a stronger affinity of women to establish links between what they read and their own lives, and of men to draw clear-cut lines there (see Charlton, Burbaum & Sutter, 2004; Schreier & Odag, 2004), it is all the more plausible to see that men who take up a female way of reading also come to be more strongly involved. It is thus likely that men who connect their reading with their own lives are not much different from empathic women in how much they become absorbed into and involved with a narrative.
In sum, the findings of this study point to considerable socialization effects at play in the context of reading and reception. It seems that, as predicted, being male or female by constitution does not fully explain the variety in degrees of involvement during reading. Several characteristics of readers, other than biological sex, in addition to several textual features (covered in Odağ, 2008) mutually affect reading experiences in highly unique and complex ways.
 This study provided evidence for the moderating influence of two such reader characteristics, empathy and reality perception, while the potential impact of gender needs to remain a matter of speculation at this point. 
To conclude, men and women may in fact engage with mediated characters in very similar ways, depending on their competences at comprehending other people’s situations, feeling with them, cognitively engaging with them and, if possible, adopting their experiences to one’s own life. And as a result, depending on socialization and learning experiences, men may in fact experience narratives in highly gripped and captivated ways – even though they are from Mars! 
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	Model
	R²
	R² adj.
	ΔR²
	ΔF
	P

	1: Text factors
	0,255
	0,237
	0,255
	13,857
	0,000

	2: Biological sex
	0,293
	0,267
	0,038
	4,330
	0,041

	3: Interactions 
	0,365
	0,325
	0,072
	4,439
	0,015

	4: Gender 
	0,368
	0,310
	0,003
	0,158
	0,854

	5: Empathy
	0,487
	0,425
	0,119
	8,597
	0,000

	6: Reality perception
	0,554
	0,486
	0,067
	5,426
	0,006

	7: Demographics
	0,560
	0,479
	0,006
	0,469
	0,628


Table 1: Regression analysis 1: explanation of variance resulting through block-wise entering of predictors – explained variance (R2), adjusted explained variance (R2 adj.), increase in R2 (ΔR²), increase in F (ΔF), and level of significance (p)
	Variable
	β -value
	t-value
	p-value

	Biological sex
	-0,248
	-2,964
	0,004

	Masculinity
	0,017
	0,184
	0,855

	Femininity
	-0,071
	-0,697
	0,488

	Empathy with mediated characters
	0,060
	0,474
	0,637

	Empathy with real persons
	0,129
	1,011
	0,316

	Adoption of mediated contents
	0,225
	1,836
	0,071

	Readiness to engage
	0,194
	1,904
	0,061


Table 2: Regression analysis 1: impact of each reader-related predictor on involvement during reading – weight (β), t-statistic (t), and level of significance (p)















� Both this paper and the paper by Odağ (2008) are based on the author’s doctorate thesis completed in 2007 at Jacobs University Bremen, Germany.


� The terms experiential reading states and reading experiences are used interchangeably here.


� Note that empathy appears to be independent of a person’s biological sex – a multitude of findings in this line of research could show that stereotypical beliefs of higher empathy levels in women do not always prove right (see Graham & Ickes, 1997): Men and women have been shown to be equally able to empathize with other people. At the same time, however, there appears to be a higher number of socio-cultural settings that demand higher levels of empathy from women than from men – contributing to perhaps a higher motivation of women to display empathy. The ability to empathize, by contrast, has repeatedly been demonstrated to not differ between men and women. In this study, the impact of empathy on experiential states during reading is therefore assumed to be independent of a categorization of persons into male or female. 





� I would like to express my gratitude to Prof. Christine Garbe for helping with recruiting female readers.


� Multicollinearity in this regression model can to a large extent be ruled out, since tolerance values and VIF values lie within an acceptable range. Some limitations can be seen, however, with respect to the two indices of empathy and the reality perception index adoption of mediated contents; in contrast to the remaining indices, these ones yield smaller values of tolerance (between .39 and .42.), while their VIF values are larger than the VIF values of the remaining indices (VIFEmpathy with real persons = 2,58; VIFEmpathy with mediated characters = 2,53; VIFAdoption of mediated contents  = 2,40). According to Cohen, Cohen, West und Aiken (2003, pp. 422 ff.), however, these values are perfectly acceptable: Only VIF-values of 10 and more indicate multicollinearity. Also, only tolerance values of .10 and less point to issues of multicollinearity.


� For interpretation of these results, it should be noted that the order of entering predictors was theory-based. At the same time, however, different sequences of entering predictors were tried out and yielded similar results.


� Biological sex, in this study, also turned out to be a significant predictor of reading states – its separate impact was in fact larger than the impact of each of the three covariates alone. The special contribution of this study was to show, however, that textual features and the above reader traits mattered as well, thus rendering the relationship between biological sex and reading a highly complex one. The impact of textual features in fact constituted the strongest influence on involvement during reading. 
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