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The use of melodramatic animation in news, presence and news credibility: A 

path model 
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Abstract 

An experiment with 187 college students was conducted to investigate the influence 

of “melodramatic animation” on the perceived credibility of crime-related news 

reporting, and the role of “presence” in mediating this influence. The results of a path 

analysis showed that presence positively predicts the perceived credibility of a news 

report. However, the effects of melodramatic animation on viewers’ experience of 

presence were found to vary. Practical and ethical issues relating to the use of 

melodramatic animation in news reports are discussed.  

 

Keywords: animated news, presence, credibility, experiment, Apple Action News 
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The effects of melodramatic animation on the perceived credibility of news 

reporting, and the mediating role of presence: a path model 

In today’s globalized media environment, news-media organizations must 

compete fiercely to persuade audiences to consume their news content (Aitamurto & 

Lewis, 2013). The emergence of augmented-reality technologies (Pavlik & Bridges, 

2013) and virtual-reality technologies, such as Oculus Rift (Wortham, 2014), has 

transformed the delivery of media content and increased audiences’ engagement with 

the process of consuming media (Cheng & Lo, in press). One example is 

“melodramatic animation,” an increasingly prominent news format (Cohen, 2009) that 

has been adopted by various international news organizations (Cheng & Lo, 2011; Lo 

& Cheng, 2013; Cheng & Lo, in press). However, the use of such rapidly developing 

technologies may make it difficult for audiences to distinguish between genuine and 

constructed news images, raising doubts about the validity of news reports (Carlson, 

2009; Newton, 2001). In this study, we measure the effects of the use of melodramatic 

animation on the perceived credibility of news reports, and investigate the role of 

“presence” in mediating this relationship.  

In recent years, the use of animation to narrate news stories has become 

increasingly common in the world of international news media. For example, the 

British Broadcasting Corporation has created animated news reports of disasters such 

as tsunamis. Cable News Network has used animation to reconstruct military 

operations. Some international news agencies, such as Reuters,1 have commissioned 

customized animated news videos from Next Media Limited, a Hong 

Kong-/Taiwan-based animated news media production company (Kaplan, 2010). Next 

Media Limited has media outlets in Hong Kong, Taiwan, Japan, and New York 

                                                      
1 Reuters commissioned Next Media Limited to produce an animation illustrating the environmental 

risks of tuna fishing (Kaplan, 2010). 



Effects of Melodramatic Animation in News 
 

4 
 

(Cheng & Lo, in press; Kilgannon, 2011), and offers viewers a daily feed of animated 

international news videos and news stories about international celebrities. These 

productions have received millions of views, and some videos, such as a report on 

Tiger Woods’ marital difficulties, have even gone viral, eliciting commentary and 

debate from traditional media organizations and audiences worldwide (Kaplan, 2010).  

Animation often plays a supporting role in television journalism. For example, 

three-dimensional (3D) modeling may be used to illustrate natural disasters and 

scientific innovations. In recent years, however, more complex forms of animation 

such as character modeling, as well as the use of background music and sound effects, 

have transformed the televised presentation of news. Lo and Cheng (2013) 

categorized these new forms of animation as melodramatic animation. Today, news 

reports often feature melodramatically animated characters with dynamic facial 

expressions and speaking roles, sometimes accompanied by music and sound effects. 

These characters may re-enact whole news stories, providing as much detail as if the 

journalist/producer had witnessed the events firsthand.  

The use of melodramatic animation in news broadcasting has caused controversy 

among news stakeholders, some of whom have argued that animated news reports 

provide unverified accounts of events (Coren, 2010). Indeed, animated-news 

producers have admitted fleshing out animated news stories with fictional details 

(Wong, 2012). The suitability of melodramatic animation as a news-reporting medium 

has thus been called into question; animation has even been found to jeopardize 

journalistic objectivity (Cheng & Lo, 2012).  

In this study, we attempt to determine whether the use of melodramatic animation 

affects the perceived credibility of news reports. Previous scholars have shown that 

the format in which news stories are reported influences several audience outcomes, 

such as perceived news credibility (e.g., Cheng & Lo, 2012), news appreciation (e.g., 
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Snoeijer, Vreese & Semetko, 2002), and news recall (e.g., Fox et al., 2004). We 

propose that the use of melodramatic animation may influence viewers’ perceptions of 

the credibility of news reports, and that this relationship is mediated by presence.  

Research Objectives 

This study is an extension of previous research by Cheng and Lo (in press). The 

findings of the latter study indicated that the use of melodramatic animation in a 

certain genre of news affects viewers’ experience of presence, which in turn 

influences their judgment of news stories. Specifically, the use of melodramatic 

animation in crime-related news was found to intensify viewers’ sense of presence, 

making them more likely to evaluate a suspect negatively; those who experienced a 

greater sense of presence were more confident that the suspect had actually committed 

the alleged crime. The aim of the current study is to determine whether the perceived 

credibility of news reporting is influenced by the use of melodramatic animation, and 

if so, whether this relationship is mediated by presence.  

In this study, we use the transportation-imagery model (TIM) to explore the 

relationships between the variables under study. The key assumption of the TIM is 

that a story’s ability to “transport” its audience is affected by the medium in which the 

story is told. Audience members who have been imaginatively transported into a story 

are less likely to doubt its veracity (Green & Brock, 2000). The model suggests that 

the degree to which a news medium transports its viewers determines their sense of 

presence (i.e., the illusion of “being there”; Rizzo et al., 1998), and thus influences 

their evaluation of the credibility of the news report. We hypothesize that the use of 

melodramatic animation to vividly depict real-life events enhances viewers’ sense of 

presence, in turn influencing their perceptions of the credibility of a news report. 

Therefore, the aims of this study are 1) to investigate audience perceptions of the 

credibility of news delivered in the form of melodramatic animation; and 2) to 
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determine whether presence mediates the relationship between the use of 

melodramatic animation in news reporting and the perceived credibility of a news 

report.  

Literature Review 

Influence of Animation on Perceived Credibility 

 To date, researchers have examined several factors that may affect audiences’ 

perceptions of the credibility of news reports, such as media channel (Johnson & 

Kaye, 1998; Park, 2006), information source (e.g., Engstrom, 1994; Newhagen & 

Nass, 1989; Kiousis, 2001), and audience attributes (Bucy, 2003). Some researchers 

have compared the perceived credibility of televised and online news reports 

(McCroskey & Jenson, 1981), and others have compared viewers’ responses to news 

reports delivered by different anchors (Markham, 1968). Although these findings 

provide important insights, the effects of presentation format on the perceived 

credibility of news items remain unclear (Bracken, 2006; Flanagin & Metzger, 2007). 

Previous studies have provided some evidence that the news medium significantly 

affects perceived credibility. For example, Reeves and Nass (1996) found that the use 

of cuts influences viewers’ perceptions of political candidates. Compared with 

viewers who watched an uncut political advertisement, those who watched the 

advertisement with cuts regarded the political candidate more positively.  

 The findings of an experiment conducted by Bracken, Neuendorf, and Jeffres 

(2003) indicated that perceived credibility is also influenced by screen size. Viewers 

who watched a debate between presidential candidates on a larger screen more 

negatively evaluated the candidates’ credibility. Other presentation variables, such as 

picture quality (Lee, 1978), aesthetic presentation (Slater & Rouner, 1996), writing 

style (Chartprasert, 1993), and website design (Flanagin & Metzger, 2007), have also 

been found to significantly influence perceived credibility. 
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This study contributes to the literature by examining the influence of another 

presentation feature, animation, on perceived credibility. Cholodenko (1991) argued 

that animation can enhance perceptions of credibility by creating lifelike illusions, and 

Stoiber, Seguier, and Breton (2010) agreed that animation can enhance the credibility 

of virtual characters. Cheng and Lo (2012) were the first researchers to examine the 

influence of animation on the perceived credibility of news reports. Their student 

participants perceived news reports with and without animated elements to be equally 

credible. However, as this was an exploratory study, more research was needed to 

pinpoint the relationship between animation and perceived credibility. In a later study 

of crime-related news, Cheng and Lo (in press) identified presence as a crucial link 

between animation and viewers’ assessment of a suspect’s guilt. In light of these 

findings, the current study investigates presence as a mediator of the relationship 

between animation and perceived news credibility. Evidence is found that a more 

intense sensation of presence encourages viewers to consider a news story credible.  

Presence and Formal Features 

 Presence has been defined as a sense of immersion in media (Minsky, 1980). 

This construct has been widely used to examine experiences mediated by technology 

(Lombard, 2000) and experiences in virtual environments (e.g., Banos et al., 2000). A 

heightened sense of presence is not caused by a perceptual or psychological 

malfunction, as individuals remain aware that their sensations are mediated and 

capable of distinguishing a mediated setting from a real environment (Lombard & 

Ditton, 1997; Bracken, 2006).   

Previous studies have shown that the characteristics of media play important 

roles in evoking a sense of presence in users. For example, larger and 

higher-resolution images that more closely resemble the real world have been found 

to increase realism and thereby enhance users’ sense of presence (e.g., Neuman, 1990; 
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Grabe et al., 1999). Media users’ sense of presence is also increased by opportunities 

for interaction (Biocca & Delaney, 1995), subjective camera techniques (Horton & 

Wohl, 1956), audio fidelity (Barfield & Weghorst, 1993; Reeves & Nass, 1996), and 

the provision of stimuli for multiple senses (e.g., Hellig, 1992; Rheingold, 1991). 

Melodramatic animation has also been shown to have a vital role in enhancing users’ 

experience of presence (Cheng & Lo, 2014).    

This study investigates the effects of animated elements of news reports on users’ 

experience of presence. Presence has six key dimensions (Lombard and Ditton, 1997): 

immersion; realism; transportation; the illusion of becoming a social actor within the 

medium; the illusion that the medium is a social actor; and social richness. The last 

three dimensions are more relevant to virtual environments than to news reports 

featuring melodramatic animation (Cheng & Lo, in press). The fourth dimension of 

presence describes the experience of parasocial interaction, and the fifth and sixth 

dimensions describe perceptions of the medium as a social actor and perceptions of 

the medium as sociable, respectively (Lombard and Ditton, 1997). Compared with the 

users of virtual media, the viewers of animated news interact very little with their 

medium, and seldom regard news animations as either social actors or sociable 

(Cheung & Lo, 2014). Therefore, we focus on presence as transportation, presence as 

immersion, and presence as realism. The relationships between these three dimensions 

of presence and the use of melodramatic animation are explored in the following 

section.  

Animated news has three distinctive elements: sound effects, animated graphics, 

and the re-enactment of a reported event (Cheng and Lo, 2012). All of these elements 

help to transport viewers into a narrated world. In the mediated environment of an 

animated-news video, animated characters, dialogue, and sound effects are used to 

simulate real-life incidents. The animated characters usually have detailed facial 

http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1083-6101.1997.tb00072.x/full#b66
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1083-6101.1997.tb00072.x/full#b143
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expressions and realistic physical movements. The sensory richness of the simulated 

environment makes the story more vivid, which increases viewers’ sense of presence.    

As argued by Steuer (1992), vividness is the most important determinant of a 

sense of presence. In this context, “vividness” refers to the audio-visual richness of a 

technologically constructed virtual environment. It is determined by sensory 

stimulation and certain technical features of the mediated environment. Steuer (1992) 

proposed that the number of sensory dimensions and the level of resolution in 

different perceptual channels are important determinants of vividness. 

Higher-resolution images and increased audio-visual fidelity increase vividness and 

thus enhance an audience’s sense of presence (Neuman, 1990; Reeves & Nass, 1996; 

Rizzo, Wiederhold, & Buckwalter, 1998). The use of melodramatic animation to 

depict news events in detail, complete with animated characters and background 

music, increases both sensory breadth and sensory depth. It may thus enhance the 

vividness of a news video, imaginatively transporting viewers into the story and 

increasing their sense of “being there” as events unfold (Green & Brock, 2000, p. 

201).   

 Presence as immersion can be experienced both perceptually and psychologically 

(Lombard & Ditton, 2006). The metaphor derives from the literal experience of being 

physically submerged in water. It describes one’s sensation of being within a 

completely different environment (Murray, 1997). Individuals who entrust their 

bodies to reality-manipulating technologies experience perceptual immersion (Biocca 

& Delaney, 1995, p. 57). Head-mounted displays, headphones, and gloves block out 

real-world sensory stimuli and redirect users’ focus to the virtual reality presented.  

 Psychological immersion entails feelings of mental involvement, absorption, and 

engagement (Quarrick, 1989; Fencott, 1999). For instance, individuals may become 

http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1083-6101.1997.tb00072.x/full#b16
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1083-6101.1997.tb00072.x/full#b16
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immersed in the mediated worlds of television and books (Lombard et al., 2000). The 

use of animation in news reporting may also create a sense of psychological 

immersion. As McMahan (2003) noted, animation attracts viewers’ attention and 

enhances their sense of involvement with the mediated environment. Other studies 

have confirmed that animation increases emotional investment (e.g., Detenber, 

Simons, and Bennett, 1998; Burford & Blake, 1999), which in turn increases viewers’ 

attentiveness and sense of involvement (Cheng & Lo, 2014).     

 Presence as realism is determined by the ability of a medium to create 

representations of the world that appear accurate and real (Lombard, Ditton, & 

Weinstein, 2009). This dimension of presence can be further categorized as either 

social realism or perceptual realism. McMahan (2003) argued that social realism is 

determined by the plausibility of a media representation in a non-mediated 

environment, and perceptual realism measures the extent to which a media portrayal 

is perceived as lifelike.  

 Lombard et al. (2000) proposed that a science-fiction program exhibits low 

social realism but high perceptual realism; although the fiction is unlikely to seem 

plausible in the real world, the characters and objects depicted in the program look 

and sound like real people and real things. Similarly, an animated news report with 

carefully designed 3D graphics and sound effects may have a high level of perceptual 
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realism and a low level of social realism (McMahan, 2003; Lombard, Ditton, & 

Weinstein, 2009)  

Influence of Presence on Perceived Credibility  

 Several researchers have sought to identify the connection between the 

experience of presence and the perceived credibility of a message. A correlation has 

been found between source credibility and involvement (Gunther, 1992), suggesting 

that viewers’ sense of presence may influence source credibility according to the level 

of immersion they experience while using media (Bracken, 2006). Bracken (2006) 

found that viewers exposed to news with a higher image quality through 

high-definition television transmission reported greater levels of immersion and were 

more likely to regard newscasts as credible. Braken, Neuedorf, and Jeffres (2003) 

investigated the relationship between screen size and audience perceptions of the 

source credibility of presidential candidates. They found that perceived source 

credibility was affected by viewers’ sense of presence, specifically their experience of 

immersion. Couture (2004) argued that the credibility of a simulation is largely 

dependent on its realism. If the simulation looks lifelike or seems plausible in a 

real-world setting, it is likely to be assessed as convincing and credible.  

 The TIM offers a useful explanation of the relationships between animation, 

presence, and credibility (Green & Brock, 2000). The key assumption of the TIM is 

that a detailed and vivid description can lift individuals out of reality and transport 

them into a narrated world (Green & Brock, 2002). For example, Green and Brock 

(2000) found that viewers’ attitudes to a news story depicting a murder changed after 

witnessing an explosion scene. The viewers’ absorption with the story was found to 

increase, and they became more willing to accept the news content. As argued by 

Bracken (2005), the TIM and theories of presence are based on similar assumptions. 
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Both posit that audiences are transported into a mediated world, and that this 

transportation may suspend their existing beliefs about the real world. The TIM 

provides a particularly useful framework for the analysis of viewers’ perceptions of 

news stories (Bracken, 2006). It explains how the use of melodramatic animation to 

vividly depict real-life crime news can give viewers the sense of witnessing the crime 

firsthand (Cheng and Lo, in press). Therefore, we argue that the use of animated 

characters, dialogue, and sound effects in news reporting enhances viewers’ sense of 

presence and thus their assessment of the credibility of a news report.    

Our model is developed in line with the above findings and the evidence 

presented earlier in the paper. Presence is modeled as a mediator of the relationship 

between the use of melodramatic animation in news reporting and the perceived 

credibility of news reports. Specifically, we hypothesize that the use of melodramatic 

animation in a news report increases viewers’ experience of presence and thus makes 

them more likely to regard the news as credible.  

Method 

 The participants comprised 187 students from the same medium-sized university 

in Hong Kong. They were randomly assigned to either condition 1 or condition 2. The 

participants assigned to condition 1 were asked to watch two videos featuring 

melodramatic animation. Those assigned to condition 2 watched two videos without 

melodramatic animation. With the exception of their animated content, the videos 

used in condition 1 were identical to those used in condition 2.   

Stimuli 

Two news videos were chosen from the website of Apple Daily. The first news 

video featured a case of sexual assault on a university campus, and lasted for 1 minute 

and 12 seconds. It contained 28 seconds of animated content, surrounded by real-life 

footage of the alleged crime scene—a university swimming pool—and the suspects 
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leaving court. The animation re-enacted the news story. First, a man swam toward a 

female student and touched her breast under the water. The assault caused the victim 

to lose her balance and sink beneath the water. She then looked around the swimming 

pool to identify the suspect, and a verbal altercation ensued. In the fictionalized 

dialogue between the victim and the suspect, the victim asserted that she had been 

sexually assaulted, and the suspect denied the allegation. The animation also showed 

the same suspect approaching another female and touching her thigh.  

The first video was edited by replacing the animated content with real-life 

content such as video clips of other swimmers. As a result, the video resembled a 

conventional news presentation. A professional news-broadcast presenter narrated the 

news story according to the original transcript of the video. As the manipulated 

version of the video was the same length as the original version, the participants 

received the same amount of information through narration.      

The second video showed a maid attacking and robbing her employer.2 The 

video lasted for 1 minute and 22 seconds. It contained 40 seconds of animated content, 

surrounded by real-life footage of an interview with the victim and images of the 

building in which the event took place. In the animated re-enactment of the crime, the 

suspect struggled with the victim on a bed and forcibly removed the victim’s gold 

necklace and several of her teeth. The suspect then disposed of the weapons used in 

the crime.    

Like the first video, the original video was edited3 by replacing the animated 

content with relevant real-life images, such as shots of a police station and the 

building in which the crime was committed (see Fig. 4 for a sample non-animated 

frame). Again, the original script of the video was narrated by a news-broadcast 

                                                      
2 The stimulus is available at http://www.youtube.com/v/2-FQDyWZDeo.  
3 The manipulated videos are available at http://www.youtube.com/v/i5GSzdW_Rk0 and 
http://www.youtube.com/v/jSM253fuuyw.  

http://www.youtube.com/v/2-FQDyWZDeo
http://www.youtube.com/v/i5GSzdW_Rk0
http://www.youtube.com/v/jSM253fuuyw
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presenter. As the original and edited versions of the video were the same length, the 

same amount of information was received by both sets of participants. To ensure that 

the manipulated videos resembled the original videos streamed online by Apple Daily, 

the logo of the media organization was added to both the original video and the edited 

version. A screening was held to ensure that the production quality of the four videos 

was identical to that of real online videos. Four college students were asked to watch 

and comment on the quality and authenticity of the edited videos. The videos were 

then edited further according to the students’ recommendations. The two videos used 

in the study were selected as stimuli because real animated news videos often involve 

sex and violence (Kaplan, 2010). The choice of videos thus increased the 

representativeness of the stimuli.  

 

Measurement    

 After exposure to the stimuli, the students were asked to answer a questionnaire 

with three parts, as follows. In the first part, the intensity of the presence experienced 

by the students was measured. In the second part, the students’ perceptions of 

credibility were evaluated. Demographic data were collected in the last part of the 

questionnaire. One researcher translated the questions from English to Chinese, 

followed by back-translation into English by another researcher. The questions were 

written in Chinese, because Chinese was the first language of all of the students.  

  Presence. This construct was measured by asking the participants to rate five 

statements, such as “I felt involved with the viewing experience,” on a scale from 1 to 

5 (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly disagree). The questions were adapted from 

Nowak and Biocca’s (2003) study.  
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 Perceived credibility of news. Following Meyer (1988), the participants were 

asked to rate five statements, such as “The news report is believable,” on a scale from 

1 (= strongly disagree) to 5 (= strongly agree).  

 Demographic data. The participants provided information on their gender, age, 

and year of study. They were also asked whether they had previously been exposed to 

the stimuli, because repeated exposure may influence viewers’ perceptions of the 

credibility of a news report (Zaragoza & Mitchell, 1996).   

Procedure, Measurement Scoring, and Reliability Tests 

We used Qualtrics, a tool for creating online surveys, to construct a survey 

comprising both pairs of stimuli and a set of questions. A computer was assigned to 

each participant. The participants were briefed about the purpose of the study, then 

randomly assigned to one of two conditions (condition 1: exposed to two videos 

containing animation; condition 2: exposed to two non-animated videos). The order of 

the two videos was randomized within each condition. After watching the two videos, 

the participants answered the questionnaire. The experiment lasted for about 20 

minutes, after which the participants were debriefed.  

A reliability test was conducted to examine the items measuring presence (α = 

0.93) and the perceived credibility of the news story (α = 0.89). The results were 

considered satisfactory. We calculated the mean scores for news credibility and 

presence by averaging the scores for the related answers.  

Results 

 In the experiments, 103 participants (55.1%) were assigned to condition 1 

(watching videos containing melodramatic animation) while 84 participants (44.9%) 

were assigned to condition 2 (watching videos without melodramatic animation). 

Approximately 41% of the participants were male, and 59% were female. Their ages 
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ranged from 16 to 23. Approximately 58% were second-year students and 42% were 

first-year students.  

Linear-regression analysis was performed to evaluate the relationship between 

the control variable (prior exposure to a video reporting the same story) and perceived 

credibility. No significant relationships were found between the two variables for 

either the sex-related news video (beta = 0.09, p > 0.05) or the violence-related news 

video (beta = 0.07, p > 0.05).  

We first hypothesized that a path links the use of melodramatic animation in 

news with presence, which in turn is linked to the perceived credibility of a news 

report. Specifically, we predicted that viewers watching a news report containing 

melodramatic animation would experience a greater sense of presence, and thus 

perceive the news to be more credible. To test this hypothesis, we used AMOS to 

conduct path analysis using the maximum-likelihood method. This technique involved 

estimating the hypothesized causal relationships between the observed variables 

(Kline, 2005). The path analysis was conducted separately for the two news types: sex 

crime and violent crime. The statistical software was used to create a bootstrap 

distribution of 5,000 samples.    

For the news involving violence (a maid attacking her employer), the 

hypothesized model (Model 1) was found to fit the data (X² = 1.28, d.f. = 1, P = 0.26, 

NFI = 0.94). The root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) was 0.04, which 

confirmed the suitability of the model. The path modeled between the use of 

melodramatic animation in news and presence was found to be significant (beta = 

0.38, p = 0.002), as was the path between presence and the perceived credibility of the 

news (beta = 0.22, p = 0.000) (see Fig. 5).  

For the news involving sex (sexual assault at a university swimming pool), the 

hypothesized model (Model 2) was also found to fit the data (X² = 0.75, d.f. = 1, P = 



Effects of Melodramatic Animation in News 
 

17 
 

0.39, NFI = 0.96). The RMSEA was 0.00, which confirmed the fit of the model. 

However, the path between the use of melodramatic animation in news and presence 

was not found to be significant (beta = 0.20, p = 0.13), whereas the path between 

presence and perceived credibility was significant (beta = 0.22, p = 0.00) (see Fig. 6).  

Discussion  

 This study contributes to the existing literature by showing how presence 

mediates the connection between melodramatic animation and perceived credibility. 

However, the study has a few limitations. First, only college students were recruited 

by conventional sampling, and the stimuli investigated were limited to news videos 

with the themes of sex and violence. Therefore, the generalizability of the results is 

limited. To increase the generalizability, future researchers could use random 

sampling to recruit participants, and conduct similar experiments with other genres of 

news.  

Second, the experiment was conducted in an artificial setting. Real-world 

audiences may have different viewing practices, such as using smartphones to watch 

news videos. Third, the stimuli used were edited versions of news videos from Apple 

Action News, and the logo of the media organization was not removed. Therefore, the 

results of the study do not rule out the possibility that viewers’ attitudes toward news 

organizations affect their perceptions of the credibility of news reports (Cheng & Lo, 

2012).  

 The study nevertheless offers insights into the interaction of news format 

(melodramatic animation) with presence and perceived news credibility. The findings 

indicate that presence mediates the relationship between the use of melodramatic 

animation in news and perceived news credibility. The use of melodramatic animation 

was found to enhance perceptions of news credibility if the participants experienced a 

heightened sense of presence. The TIM explains the influence of presence on 
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audiences’ perceptions of news credibility. The assumption of the TIM is that 

mediation can transport viewers into a narrated story, making them more likely to 

believe the news content (Green & Brock, 2002). The findings also indicate that 

viewers who experience a greater sense of presence are more likely to evaluate the 

news as credible and believable. 

However, we also found that melodramatic animation does not necessarily affect 

participants’ sense of presence. The proposed path model only partially fits the results. 

The use of melodramatic animation in violence-related news was found to enhance 

viewers’ sense of presence. The sensory richness of the simulated environment, with 

its 3D images and detailed depiction of an act of violence, made the news story more 

vivid, increasing viewers’ experience of presence. However, the use of melodramatic 

animation in sex-related news was not found to enhance viewers’ sense of presence.  

These results suggest that the way in which animation is used is more important 

than whether animation is used at all. Animation has various dimensions, each of 

which contributes to the audio-visual breadth and depth of a news story. Each 

dimension uniquely affects viewers’ sense of presence (e.g., Steuer, 1992; Anderson, 

1993; Kramer, 1995; Lang, Dhillon, & Dong, 1995). The effectiveness of 

melodramatic animation in heightening viewers’ experience of presence differs 

between crime-related stimuli and sex-related stimuli. The crime-related news story 

used in this study featured intense animated violence: a fight between the victim and 

the suspect that included a shot of splashing blood. The sex-related news story 

featured relatively mild animated violence: the suspect was shown touching the 

victim’s body. Future researchers should examine the influence of each dimension of 

animation on the experience of presence. As argued by Lombard and Ditton (1997), 

individual characteristics of media forms should be examined in detail.   
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 This study contributes to the debate among scholars and news practitioners on 

the use of melodramatic animation in news reporting. Some animated-news 

journalists have argued that the use of melodramatic animation in news reporting 

should not be criticized because it does not increase viewers’ sense of presence or 

affect their judgment of the news. Other supporters of animated news have argued that 

enhancing viewers’ sense of presence is not necessarily a negative outcome, and that 

animated news reporting is an effective means of attracting viewers and immersing 

them in a news story. In light of today’s crisis of journalism, with a significant decline 

in newspaper circulation and advertising revenue in many countries (PEW Research 

Center, 2014; Reinardy, 2011), animated news may be an important tool for 

motivating viewers, especially young people, to consume news (PEW Research 

Centre, 2011).  

 However, critics of animated news have argued that melodramatic animation 

may adversely affect viewers’ judgment of news stories by enhancing their sense of 

presence. According to these critics, viewers are not always aware that the medium of 

animated news distorts real-life news content. Journalists have admitted that they 

often add imaginary details to flesh out animated news content (Wong, 2012). 

Therefore, animation may lead viewers to misinterpret the real events reported in the 

news.    

 Moreover, as noted in the introduction, many international news media have 

begun to use melodramatic animation in their news reports, and some news 

organizations have set up animated-media outlets in other countries (Zahed, 2013; 

NMA, 2013). It will be necessary to conduct cross-cultural tests to examine cultural 

variation in viewers’ attitudes toward melodramatic animation in news reports, 

especially as journalistic norms differ between countries (Schudson, 2001; Hallin & 

Mancini, 2004).  
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 It will also be necessary to determine how other demographic variables, such as 

age, affect viewers’ perceptions of the use of animation in news reporting. Future 

researchers are also advised to investigate the influence of this new reporting 

technique on the effectiveness of news learning at both the information level and the 

conceptual level. More attention should be paid to whether animation improves 

viewers’ understanding and recall of news events.   

Conclusion 

 Melodramatic animation is an increasingly common component of mainstream 

news reporting (Cohen, 2009), and has been shown to be especially popular with 

young consumers (Lo & Cheng, 2012). The findings of this study reveal that the use 

of melodramatic animation influences viewers’ perceptions of the credibility of news 

reports, with presence as a mediator. Animated news reports have benefits and 

drawbacks. On the one hand, animation can make a news story more vivid, and 

thereby increase viewers’ consumption of the news content. It may even provide a 

solution to the modern crisis of journalism by increasing public engagement with the 

news. On the other hand, melodramatic animation may transform news reporting into 

a form of entertainment, blurring the boundary between fact and fiction (Boykoff, 

2010). The detail and vividness of animated news has raised doubts about the 

credibility of the reporting and thus the veracity of the events reported. Further 

research is needed to identify more responsible ways of using melodramatic 

animation in news reporting.  
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Fig. 1: A snapshot of the animated news distributed by Reuters  

   



Effects of Melodramatic Animation in News 
 

30 
 

Fig. 2: Snapshot of the animated news about Tiger Woods by Apple Action News 
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Fig. 3: The hypothesized model of the present study  
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Fig. 4: Sample frame of the stimuli containing animation 
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Fig. 5: Sample frame of the non-animated stimuli  
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Fig. 6:  Path model of the effect of melodramatic animation in the news in the case 

of a maid assaulting her employer (Model 1)  
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Note 1: X² = 1.28, df = 1, p = .26, NFI = 0.94, RMSEA = 0.04.  

Note 2: To measure melodramatic animation in the news, “news without animation” 

was coded as 1, and “news with animation” was coded as 2 

Note 3: The numbers between the paths from the exogenous variables to the 

endogenous variables indicate standardized regression weights. 

Note 4: **p ≤ .005, ***p ≤ .001. 
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Fig. 7:  Path model of the effects of the use of melodramatic animation in the news 

in the case of the sexual assault at a university swimming pool (Model 2) 
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Note 1: X² = .75, df = 1, p = .39, NFI = 0.96, RMSEA = 0.00.  

Note 2: To measure melodramatic animation in the news, “news without animation” 

was coded as 1, and “news with animation” was coded as 2 

Note 3: The numbers between the paths from the exogenous variables to the 

endogenous variables indicate standardized regression weights. 

Note 4: ***p ≤ .001. 
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