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ABSTRACT
Movie recommender systems help users to navigate the magnitude and diversity of movies
that people have easy access to nowadays, especially with online streaming services. However,
current systems personalize recommendations primarily based on what they think a specific
user would like or prefer using information about how similar the users are to other users. Prior
work has suggested that this could lead to a ‘filter bubble’ whereby users only watch movies
that they are comfortable with. This paper presents the novel concept of event-inspired movies
that draw on users’ highly specific everyday life experiences to recommend movies that are
meaningful to them. To conduct the study, we developed a systematic process to align movies
with viewer variables. Meaningful movies have been said to have therapeutic potential to
possibly affect one’s sense of overall well-being.

We conducted a study with 24 participants to explore how users engage with event-inspired
movies, whether event-inspired movies are perceived as more relevant, and their potential to
affect users’ sense of life satisfaction. In so doing, we also contribute a process and insights on
how to operationalize event-inspired movies that can inform the implementation of a movie
recommender system situated within the proposed paradigm.
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1. Introduction

Movies are a core component of our entertainment experience, and are likely here to stay
in one form or another. Computing technologies have already had a tremendous impact on
the delivery of movies, with the introduction of TV-on-demand and streaming services like
Netflix and Amazon Video. Such services have greatly increased the diversity of movies that
people have access to, and provide helpful tags (e.g., “romantic road trips”) to help viewers
choose among the large number of available movies. The choice and even order of movies
that Netflix presents to a viewer is personalized based on machine learning algorithms that
learn what the viewer likes as they browse and watch movies over time (Hallinan & Striphas,
2016).

Yet, there are still many possibilities with regard to personalizing what movies people
watch not only for fun, but also for other more serious purposes such as mental wellness
and overall well-being. Watching a movie can be a particularly positive experience, with the
potential to impact the viewer’s affect (Busselle & Bilandzic, 2009; Cupchik, 2011; Green
& Brock, 2000), cognition (Mares & Cantor, 1992) and perhaps even behavior. This paper
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presents the novel concept of event-inspired movie recommendation, and describes a study
exploring the potential of event-inspired movies to affect our sense of life satisfaction. We aim
to draw out implications for the design of systems seeking to automate the recommendation of
event-inspired movies. We define event-inspired movie recommendations as those that draw
on the users’ everyday life experiences to recommend movies that are meaningful to them,
and that would then potentially affect their sense of well-being.

Previous studies have provided indications that meaningful movies may have the potential
to bestow a therapeutic effect on viewers (Oliver, Hartmann, & Woolley, 2012; Rieger, Rei-
necke, Frischlich, & Bente, 2014). However, prior work has two major limitations that pre-
vent us from fruitfully drawing implications for system design from them: i) conditions are
artificially induced (e.g., stress is induced by having participants work on difficult working
memory tasks); and ii) movies are predefined and often reduced to short clips to fit labora-
tory conditions and time frames. The presented research aims at exploring the potential of
meaningful movies to affect viewers’ sense of well-being within real-life and unconstrained
scenarios so that useful system design implications can be derived.

In the rest of this paper, we first provide related work on movie personalization and a liter-
ature review on meaningful movies and their potential therapeutic effects. We then describe
our research questions and study proper. We wrap up by summarizing our findings and pre-
senting insights with respect to the design of movie personalization systems centered around
the concept of event-inspired movies.

2. Background and Related Work

2.1. Personalized Movie Recommendations

Current computational work that addresses personalized movie recommendations is rather
disconnected from literature of why and how people watch movies. The majority of movie
recommendations systems are based on the collaborative filtering method that essentially
makes use of movie ratings given by individuals similar to the target person to recommend a
movie that would hypothetically fit the tastes of the person (Wang, Yu, Feng, & Wang, 2014).
The method makes obvious a certain bias – one that is geared towards presenting the user with
what he or she will most likely like or prefer. This bias is even more evident when we look
at the criteria used for evaluation of recommendations. From a survey of concepts used in the
evaluation of recommendations, Silveira et al. (2017) found that there are six distinct concepts
that are the most commonly used: utility, novelty, diversity, unexpectedness, serendipity and
coverage. All the evaluation concepts and metrics suggest the provision of recommendations
that fit the tastes or preferences of users, rather than what may or may not be good for them.

This view of the notion of personalized movie recommendations is related to a problem that
some have called the ‘filter bubble’. The filter bubble refers to the idea that “recommenders
isolate us from a diversity of viewpoints, content, and experiences, and thus make us less
likely to discover and learn new things” (Pariser, 2011). The complacency current approaches
to recommendations may instill may perhaps then lead people to choosing more instant grat-
ification movies (e.g., action movies) over substantive educational experiences (Knijnenburg,
Sivakumar, & Wilkinson, 2016).

Too much personalization leads to a narrow breadth of content that creates user perspec-
tives’ isolation (Nguyen, Hui, Harper, Terveen, & Konstan, 2014). Users become unaware of
what they are being excluded from as their media tailors everything to reaffirm them with
familiar values (Pariser, 2011).

One approach that been proposed by Knijnenburg et al. to counter the filter bubble is the
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concept of recommender systems for self-actualization: “personalized systems that have the
explicit goal to not just present users with the best possible items, but to support users in
developing, exploring, and understanding their own unique tastes and preferences” (Knijnen-
burg et al., 2016). The researchers suggest that different kinds of recommendations should be
made in recommender systems for self-actualization, for examples, movie lists that “we think
you will hate” (essentially, taking the bottom items of the Top-N list), movies that “you’ll be
among the first to try” (essentially, not-yet-rated items), or movies “that are polarizing” (items
that are in directly opposite clusters in nearest-neighbor algorithms) (Guo, 2018; Knijnenburg
et al., 2016; Wilkinson, 2018). Another possible proposed approach to the filter bubble prob-
lem is to allow users to actively indicate preferences at a meta-level. For example, Schafer et
al. (2005) designed an interface that asked users to indicate preferences for aspects like genre,
movie ratings, and movie duration, before a recommendation is made.

Other potential solutions to the filter bubble include visual extensions to existing interfaces
that show the biases in content the user is exposed to. For example, in the Balancer extension
(Munson, Lee, & Resnick, 2013), a browser widget was developed to display a persistent
image of a lone stick figure balancing along a line as it carries a weight tilted to one side or
another depending on the number of articles or websites the user viewed from one political
view or another. An application that follows a similar goal is Nagulendra and Vassileva’s
(2014) visualization of the content users are regularly exposed to, effectively visualizing their
‘filter bubble’ on the social network MADMICA. It has even been suggested to allow users
to disable the use of personalization completely, at their own will, for example by allowing
users to revert to Google’s original PageRank algorithms (Carson, 2015). When addressing
the filter bubble with regards to exposure to news and politically-charged content, others have
proposed forms of motivated information processing (Resnick, Garrett, Kriplean, Munson, &
Stroud, 2013), such as ConsiderIt (Kriplean, Morgan, Freelon, Borning, & Bennett, 2012),
which allows users to actively consider the pros and cons of various issues by creating and
sharing pro/con lists. This approach allows for users’ self-actualization, by either exposing the
biases in the existing recommender or by encouraging reflection on parsed content, allowing
for a default state of recommendation without the degree of personalization that often leads
to filter bubble issues.

Self-actualization, at least as defined by Maslow (2013), is to live life more fully and be
able to appreciate the meaning of life. The above approaches reviewed however arguably do
not quite address self-actualization. For example, Knijnenburg’s (2016) approach of providing
lists that attempt to subvert users’ preferences may or may not achieve the desired effects of
self-actualization since information used to build the user profile remains the same. Schafer et
al.’s (2005) approach requires active participation from the user, which may or may not always
be possible or desired. And making biases of the recommender explicit, such as in Nagulendra
and Vassileva’s (2014), approach may help users to be more conscious in their selections, but
does not necessarily help them to choose what will move them towards self-actualization.

In this paper, we propose the concept of event-inspired movie recommendations that draw
on the users’ everyday life experiences to recommend movies that are meaningful to them
(not movies that they will necessarily like or prefer).

2.2. Overview of Meaningful Movies

Although there are different types of experiences that can result from watching movies, the
literature has most commonly documented hedonic experiences. Hedonic experiences have
been primarily associated with gratification factors of passing-time, entertainment, obtaining
information, escape, relaxation, and status enhancement (Conway & Rubin, 1991). However,
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if only hedonic experiences are considered, it can be difficult to justify, for example, why
people watch sad or tragic movies (Oliver, 1993). The need for exploration of gratifications
other than enjoyment has been raised early on (Cupchik, 1995; Oliver, 2008; Ritterfeld, Cody,
& Vorderer, 2009; Tesser, Millar, & Wu, 1988; Zillmann, 1998). But it was largely through
the body of work of Oliver and her collaborators that other types of gratification has been re-
searched. These movie gratifications may be said to be more meaningful, moving or thought-
provoking (Oliver & Bartsch, 2010) as opposed to providing simply fun and pleasure. Oliver
and Hartmann (2010) also proposed the concept of appreciation to describe such experiences.
Appreciation, meaningfulness or eudaimonia may be described as a slower, more deliberate
process, while enjoyment is more immediate and reactive (Oliver & Hartmann, 2010).

Oliver and Raney (2011) used Keyes, Shmotkin, and Ryff’s (2002) distinctions of two
types of well-being to describe gratification through appreciation: subjective well-being is
akin to hedonic concerns whereas psychological well-being is associated with “feelings of
personal growth and meaning in life”. Others have framed meaningfulness of entertainment
experiences using existing theoretical models such as self-determination theory (Tamborini,
Bowman, Eden, Grizzard, & Organ, 2010) that qualifies meaningfulness as satisfying peo-
ple’s intrinsic needs, or terror management theory (Hofer, 2013; Klimmt, 2011) that describes
meaningfulness as experiences that help people manage their anxiety of their own vulnerabil-
ity to death. In fact, some have even argued that enjoyment is a product of needs satisfaction
obtained through meaningfulness of the experience (Tamborini et al., 2010), in essence mak-
ing hedonic pleasure an outcome of eudaimonic experiences.

2.3. What Makes a Movie Meaningful?

From a qualitative questionnaire study of people describing their movie experiences, Oliver
and Hartmann (Oliver & Hartmann, 2010) found a common list of themes of meaningfulness
in movies. The themes were about movies that emphasized human connection (love, caring,
interpersonal ties), human virtue (courage, honesty, generosity), human endurance (achieve-
ment, hard work, persistence in one’s beliefs), pain and sorrow, and transience of life.

Oliver, Hartmann and Woolley Oliver et al. (2012) used Stern, Dietz, and Guagnano’s
Stern, Dietz, and Guagnano (1998) brief inventory of values to assess what values would
be rated as more central to meaningful than pleasurable movies. They found significant dif-
ferences on seven values grouped into four categories: Altruistic (values of ‘social justice’,
‘equality’, ‘peace’); Conservative/traditional (values of ‘family security and safety for loved
ones’, ‘self-discipline, self-restraint, resistance to temptation); ‘Self-enhancement (value of
’being Influential, having an impact on people and events’); and Openness to change (value
of ‘having exciting life, stimulating experiences’). Hofer’s Hofer (2013) research showed that
the meaningfulness of a movie includes how much the movie addresses central issues in hu-
man life, such as mortality and death themes.

In terms of genre, movies that are more likely to provide eudaimonic experiences do tend
to be dramas or sad movies but not exclusively so. Oliver and Hartmann Oliver and Hart-
mann (2010) found that 60.5% of their participants named a drama for a meaningful movie,
and 46.8% named a sad movie. However, 29% also named other kinds of movies, such as
a romance, as a meaningful movie. Further, Wirth, Hofer and Schramm Wirth, Hofer, and
Schramm (2012) showed that while hedonic enjoyment is affected by the type of ending
(sad movie with happy ending Versus happy movie with sad ending), the meaningfulness of
movies is not changed by either happy or sad endings.

Klimmt Klimmt (2011) offered key remarks on work on the notion of appreciation or
meaningfulness in movies: existing studies tend to focus on “message-oriented” movies such
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as the title Life is Beautiful. This runs the “risk of overlooking ‘meaning’ that audience mem-
bers may find in messages” that the researchers would not assume. He provides the example of
Superman as a movie that may appear hedonistic but that some viewers may find meaningful
because the character of Superman embodies values that are in line with their worldview.

2.4. Effects of Meaningful Movies

There is relatively little work that has studied the possible effects that watching a meaningful
movie may have on viewers. Existing research has conceptualized the effects differently:
in terms of affect (Oliver & Bartsch, 2011; Oliver & Hartmann, 2010; Oliver et al., 2012),
elevation Oliver et al. (2012), activation of different values Wirth et al. (2012), and media-
induced recovery Rieger et al. (2014). With respect to research on the effects of meaningful
movies, Klimmt Klimmt (2011) remarked that to understand meaningfulness, it is important
to understand audience member’s individual details: “the ’content’ of meaningfulness is likely
to be bound to individuals’ life stories, intellectual abilities, norms, attitudes, marital and
family status, and much more”. Wirth, Hofer and Schramm Wirth et al. (2012) similarly
emphasized that given the possibly extreme multidimensionality of eudaimonic experiences,
a differentiated approach is necessary to understand the varied ways that meaningful movies
may provide therapeutic success.

3. Envisioning an Event-Inspired Movie Recommendation System for Meaningfulness

We propose that a possible approach for designing a recommender system to help move users
towards self-actualization is to integrate input sources that come directly from users’ daily
life events for the recommendations. We present an overarching model for what a system
design for such an event-inspired recommender system may look like in Figure 1. There
are many different sources that can be used for the extraction of daily life events. These can
include for example, diary entries where users self-report events that happened to them; users’
social media feeds; logs of users’ online activities; or lifelogging videos or pictures. Events
extracted from the user’s daily life, together with details from the user’s life context, can then
be analyzed, and compared to and matched with events extracted from a movie database to
generate an event-inspired movie recommendation for the specific user.

While there are different approaches that have been proposed to extract events from movies
(e.g., Li, Narayanan, and Kuo (2003); Tozzo, Jovanović, and Amer (2018)), and one can
fathom approaches for event extraction from the daily life events source chosen (e.g., unsu-
pervised machine learning approaches have been used for event extraction on Twitter feeds
(Zhou, Chen, & He, 2015)), it is difficult to estimate with good confidence what the daily life
events-to-movie events matching process needs to be like. The study presented in this paper
aims at helping to elucidate this event matching process within a chosen pipeline that we il-
lustrate in Figure 2. In the chosen pipeline, the source of daily life events is taken as diary
entries that users create from their own lives. Our study also investigates the overall promise
of the proposed event-inspired movie recommendation approach.

4. Research Questions

Our study addressed two sets of research questions. The first set poses questions (that we call
‘context RQs’) are meant to help elucidate the ‘daily life events’-‘movie events’ matching
process to generate event-inspired movie recommendations. The second set of questions (that
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Figure 1. Proposed overall model for event-inspired movie recommendation.

Figure 2. Specific system pipeline defined for our study.

we call ‘effectiveness RQs’) pertains directly to the effectiveness of event-inspired movie
recommendations.

The context RQs that we ask in our study are as follows:
RQ1: What dimensions do viewers consider when finding relevance in movies?; and
RQ2: What kinds of thought processes do relevant movies engender?

The assumption underlying event-inspired movie recommendations is that if a movie ad-
dresses issues of the human condition and values that are highly specific to the viewer’s ev-
eryday experiences, the viewer will find the movie more relevant or meaningful, which may
translate to a sense of increased well-being and life satisfaction. This is illustrated in Figure
3.

Figure 3. Study model

The effectiveness RQs that we ask in the study are as follows:
RQ1: Is the consumption experience of relevant movies different than that of a random
movie?;

RQ2: Does aligning movies with events in people’s individual everyday lives (event-
inspired movies henceforth for ease of reference) lead them to find the movies more relevant?;
and
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RQ3: Do event-inspired movies increase people’s sense of life satisfaction?

5. Event-Inspired Movie Recommendations

To enable a study addressing our research questions, we used the wizard-of-oz approach to
enable the ‘daily life events’-‘movie events’ matching process. Two sets of information need
to be obtained for the matching process: 1) movies that could potentially be relevant to par-
ticipants’ everyday lives, and 2) episodes or events that had happened in the participants’
daily lives during the study. As mentioned in Section 3, we utilized a pipeline that is based
on users’ diary self-reports as daily life events source for this study. We describe below how
a database of potential movies was constructed, how events in participants’ daily lives were
gathered, and how the two were matched to produce event-inspired movie recommendations
for the study.

5.1. Movie List

A list was first made of all movies that were available on the movie streaming platform Netflix
and on our university digital library. In order to ensure that the quality of a movie would not
be a confound, movies in the list that had a rating of below 6.5 on IMDB (a very popular
online movie rating database) were eliminated from the list. The resultant list had 60 movies,
and made up our initial set of movies to select from for participants. We decided on online
video streaming services as our movie delivery medium for study participants since these are
easily accessible from anywhere with internet access and by anyone (with an account). This
allowed us to have participants: 1) watch the entirety of a movie; and 2) watch the movie in
a naturalistic setting (e.g., in their home) at a time of their choosing and with their desired
social setting (e.g., alone or with their family).

To help with movie selection during the study, we classified the movies on two dimensions:
first, based on the central issues (or domains) that the movie addressed (education; family;
work; health; technology; social issues; romantic issues; finance; leisure; and everyday is-
sues); and second, based on human values that the movies seem to address (power, achieve-
ment, hedonism, stimulation, self-direction, universalism, benevolence, traditions, conformity
and security). The list of 10 basic values was obtained from Schwartz and Boehnke Schwartz
and Boehnke (2004), who conducted an in-depth cross-cultural study of human values across
27 countries. All the movies were reviewed by at least two coders for the two classifications.
Most of the movies were watched, but only the movie synopsis and online viewer comments
were used for some because of the extensive list that we had. Other details of the movies were
also noted down in a spreadsheet, including release year, genre, duration, and a profile of the
main protagonists in the movie.

5.2. Participants’ Everyday Episodes

Happenings in participants’ daily lives were captured using a simple custom smartwatch app
that we developed. Given that smartwatches can be worn, they are more suitable to collect
daily experiences than a smartphone that are typically kept in pockets or bags and need to
be retrieved for use Hernandez et al. (2016). The smartwatch app allowed a participant to
do a voice recording at any time by pressing a record button on the watch to recount an
experience, episode or moment that has happened in his/her everyday life. After a recording
was triggered, the participant was asked to select his/her affective state at that specific point
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of time by tapping on a 5-point scale that consisted of very sad to very happy smiley faces.
The capture of the participant’s affect at the point of each recording was important so we
could determine the valence (positive or negative) of the recorded everyday episode. Our
pilot studies showed that given the constraints of authentic settings (time, convenience, etc.)
in which recordings took place at the point of experience, it was only feasible to collect affect
information and only through a single likert scale. Participants were instructed to think of the
smartwatch app almost like a mobile diary and to record about any moment of their daily lives
that they felt was significant to them. They were further told to do recordings as soon as the
moments happened as far as possible. In summary, participants’ recordings on the smartwatch
app provided us with a list of real everyday experiences that the participants had undergone,
and their associated affective valence.

5.3. Matching Everyday Experiences to Movies

We developed a systematic process to select movies that were relevant to key moments from
each participant’s experience recordings. The movie matching process was pilot tested with 5
participants (2 males, 3 females) before the main study was conducted.

Figure 4. Movie matching process as operationalized in our study using a wizard-of-oz approach.

The process, summarized in Figure 4, was as follows:

1) Daily life events collection, filtering, and analysis

a. All smartwatch recordings were collected from the participant, together with their va-
lence ratings.

b. Recordings with positive valence ratings were filtered out. Only recordings with negative
ratings were considered since we wanted to observe the capabilities of event-inspired movies
to provide eudaimonic experiences in response to negative events. It is likely that eudaimonic
movie experiences from negative events may have more impactful effects.

c. All the negative experience recordings were transcribed and classified according to two
dimensions: first, the central issue (or theme) that they addressed. The same list of issues as
for the movie classification (see Section 4.5.1) was used (e.g., education, family, work, etc.);
and second, the value that the recording was perceived as embodying. Again, the same list
of basic human values as for the movie classification was used. For example, if the recording
conveyed that the participant “felt bad” because she did not finish her work before she had
to leave, the central issue would be classified as ‘work’ and the value addressed would be
‘achievement’, described as valuing personal success through demonstrating competence.
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2) Collection and analysis of life context:

a. Participant were asked about their life goals in the pre-questionnaire administered in
Session 1 of the study and the pre-interview (see Section 6.3). These life goals were reviewed.

b. The central issues and inherent values of the negative experience recordings were situ-
ated within the participant’s life goals, and the negative recording that was the most pertinent
to the stated life goals was selected. We posited that it was important to take into consider-
ation life context details, such as life goals since much research has shown that momentary
experiences typically have negligible effects on one’s life satisfaction, unless they are related
to what one cares most about in life (Kahneman, Krueger, Schkade, Schwarz, & Stone, 2004;
Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000).

3) Movie matching process:

A movie was then chosen from our list of movies based on the selected recording by
attempting to match two sets of parameters: information from the negative recording (central
issue, inherent values, and specific problem), and the participant’s demographics.

However, when it was not possible to find a movie that was aligned in terms of both sets
of parameters, the first set of parameters from the recording was given priority. Prior research
on character identification has shown that psychological similarity is more important than de-
mographic similarity (Cohen, 2006). For example, one of the participants, who was a medical
student, had life goals to “serve God to the best of my ability” and “become a doctor and
serve patients in both the US and around the world”. Her selected negative recording was
about how busy and difficult her life as a medical student was. In her event-inspired movie
condition, she was assigned the movie Gifted Hands that profiles the life of Dr. Ben Carson,
the famous neurosurgeon. Although the protagonist did not match the participant in terms of
demographics, the psychographics parameters did. While we primarily selected movies from
our predetermined list of movies (see Section 4.5.1), movies were sought outside the list when
no suitable movie candidates that satisfied the parameters could be found. The movie match-
ing process was done by four members of our research team in concert, and was completed
within a span of two hours or shorter for each participant.

6. Study Methodology

6.1. Participants

We conducted a study with 24 participants (9 male, 15 female) recruited through the univer-
sity’s bulk email system. Participants included primarily college students, university profes-
sors, and staff members. Their ages ranged from 16 to 80 years old, with a mean age of 32.39.
All the participants provided written consent prior to the study, and were given a gift card for
their participation.

6.2. Study Design

The study used a within-subjects design, with type of movie as the single independent variable.
Type of movie had two levels: event-inspired movie and non-event-inspired movie. Event-
inspired movie was the treatment condition where the participant was assigned to watch a
movie that was related in one or more aspects to a negative significant episode in his/her
everyday life. Non-event-inspired movie was the control condition where the participant was
assigned to watch a randomly selected movie. A participant watched both types of movies,
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Figure 5. Study protocol summary

but the order of the two conditions was counterbalanced across the whole participant group.

6.3. Protocol

For each participant, the study consisted of 4 face-to-face sessions spread over the course of
7 days. Each session was separated by 2 days to allow participants enough time for recording
their significant daily events. The tasks carried out in each session are described below and
summarized in Figure 5.

Session 1 (Day 1): The participant first filled out a questionnaire that collected basic de-
mographic information and quantitative data about his/her current life satisfaction, and had
open-ended questions about what the participant’s life goals and central life concerns were.
This was followed by an interview with the participant to delve deeper into the life goals that
he/she listed in the questionnaire. Next, the participant was given a short tutorial on how to use
our custom smartwatch app to collect experience recordings. At the end of the first session,
the researcher gave a smartwatch to the participant and read instructions off a script to de-
scribe the task of experience recording. More specifically, the participant was told to “use the
smartwatch to voice record small stories of meaningful moments in [his/her] everyday life”.
It was emphasized that the participant should record only stories that he/she will be comfort-
able sharing with the researchers, and to record as soon as the experience had happened. The
participant was also given details to access a given Netflix account to watch movies when as-
signed. We note that no information or indication was given to participants that the experience
recordings would influence the assigned movies, and they were asked to capture experiences
throughout every day of the study.

Session 2 (Day 3): Session 2 took place two days after the first session. The participant
returned to the lab with the given smartwatch. A researcher retrieved the participant’s record-
ings from the watch and gave it back to the participant. While the researcher was retrieving
the smartwatch recordings, the participant filled in a pre-condition life satisfaction question-
naire. The smartwatch was returned to the participant, and he/she was instructed to continue
the task of experience recording in daily life. If the participant was undergoing the treatment
condition, the researchers performed a coding process of the participant’s recordings and a
movie matching process to determine an appropriate movie for the participant (see Section
4.5.3). If the participant was undergoing the control condition, a movie was randomly selected
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Table 1. Summary of Data Collected

Format Data Collected

Pre-study questionnaire Demographics; Movie preferences; Life goals
Pre-/Post-condition questionnaires Life satisfaction scales
Pre-interview Life goals
Post-recording watch rating Current affect

Pre-movie online survey
Current affect; Context (Activity, Social setting);
Single-item life satisfaction

Post-movie online survey
Single-item enjoyment; Single-item relevance to life;
Consumption experience (Immersion, Emotions);
Character identification scale

Post-study interview Movie relevance to life

from our database of movies (see Section 4.5.1).
An email was sent to the participant with the title of the selected movie, a reminder of

the Netflix account details, and a link to three online questionnaires. The email was sent
within 2 hours of the recordings retrieval to ensure that the participant has sufficient time to
watch the assigned movie before the next session. The first questionnaire addressed the movie
watching context and was meant to be filled right before the participant had set up to watch the
assigned movie, and the second questionnaire addressing the movie experience immediately
after watching the movie. The third questionnaire, which addressed life satisfaction, was to
be filled afterwards on the day the movie was watched.

Session 3 (Day 5): The participant came to the lab for another recordings retrieval process
two days after Session 2. Again, while the researcher was retrieving the smartwatch record-
ings, the participant filled in a pre-condition life satisfaction questionnaire. The researchers
selected a movie for the participant depending on his/her assigned study condition, and an
email was sent to the participant with the same details as before.

Session 4 (Day 7): Two days after Session 3, the participant returned the smartwatch to the
researchers. A post-study 20 minute interview was conducted with the participant, and he/she
was debriefed on the purpose of the study. The participant was given the opportunity to ask
any questions, and then given a giftcard before he/she was released from the study.

6.4. Data Collection and Measures

Data was collected for two purposes: 1) to support the movie matching process for the par-
ticipant (see Section 4.5.3); and 2) for the dependent variables and issues of interest. Table 1
provides a summary of the data, both qualitative and quantitative, that was collected.

For the movie matching process, we collected the following: 1) qualitative data on the
participant’s life goals and central issues of concern through an open-ended question in the
baseline questionnaire and comments in the pre-interview; 2) open-ended voice recordings of
significant moments from the participant’s daily life; and 3) the participant’s affective state at
the point of experience recording through a single 5-point likert scale item (How do you feel
right now?) on the smartwatch.

For context-RQ1 and context-RQ2 about the dimensions of relevance and thought pro-
cesses engendered by relevant movies, qualitative data was obtained through the discussion
in the post-study interview. The semi-structured post-study interview covered the following
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themes: a. Understanding of the movies; b. Identification with the movie protagonists; c. Rel-
evance of movies watched to participant and his/her life; and d. Impact of the movies on
the participant cognitively, affectively and possibly behaviorally. All interviews were audio
recorded.

For effectiveness-RQ1, the dependent variable was the movie consumption experience
measured in the post-movie online survey. The consumption experience was operationalized
following the work of Fornerino, Helme-Guizon, and Gotteland (2008) that developed a scale
to assess the movie experience as comprising of two constructs, immersion and experience.
Experience consisted of two subconstructs (emotions and social interaction). We did not in-
clude the social interaction subconstruct in this study because of the length of the overall
scale. A single item to assess enjoyment of the movie (I enjoyed watching this movie) was
also added to the post-movie online survey, as well as Igartua’s Igartua (2010) 14-item scale
to measure character identification.

For effectiveness-RQ2, first, a single 5-point likert scale item (I related this movie to my
own life) was administered after the participant watched a movie, and second, the post-study
interview collected qualitative comments on whether the movie was relevant to the partic-
ipant’s life. And for effectiveness-RQ3 about the effects on life satisfaction, the following
instruments were used: Dufton and Perlman’s (1986) Purpose-in-Life (PIL) test and Diener et
al.’s (1985) Satisfaction With Life Scale (SWLS). Only items pertaining to the ‘Life purpose’
and the ‘Life satisfaction’ subconstructs were used for the PIL test.

7. Data Analysis

All the interviews were transcribed verbatim, and two coders performed an open coding pro-
cess on the transcripts focusing on how the participants described the relevance that they
found in the movies they watched. One of the coders was cognizant of the conditions of the
movies (treatment/control), but the other was not. The coding unit or instance was taken as a
single given reason for relevance. This could have been expressed in one phrase, one sentence
or several sentences.

The list of emergent codes from both coders was then compared, and a coding scheme was
established. Movies for which the participant explicitly mentioned that they did not find any
relevance were coded as ‘No Relevance’. The coders recoded the transcripts using the coding
scheme, and then reconvened to compare the codes assigned and modify the coding scheme
as needed. This iterative process of coding, discussion, and review of the coding scheme
was done three times until agreement on a final coding scheme was reached. The intercoder
agreement at this point was 83.3%, and was deemed as acceptable. As a final check, a third
coder coded all the transcripts using the final coding scheme. Furthermore, the third coder also
used the final coding scheme resulting from the interviews to code the open-ended responses
that the participants provided in the post-movie online survey to the question ’What in this
movie can you relate to your own life?’. For quantitative measures, appropriate statistical tests
were ran.
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Table 2. Dimensions of movie relevance across both study conditions

Before % Now % Future %

D1: Life situation 72.2 D1: Life situation 30.0 D2: Personality trait 50.0
D2: Personality trait 16.7 D4: Values/beliefs 20.0 D10: Desires/wishes 50.0
D3: Life style 11.1 D6: Life goals 20.0

D7: Individual profile 15.0
D9: Skills/abilities 10.0
D8: Preferences 5.0

Note: % reflects no. of instances for that dimension over
total no. of instances coded within the specific temporal category

Table 3. Dimensions of relevance by study condition

TREATMENT CONTROL
Dimension % Dimension %
Life situation 48.2 Life situation 46.2
Life goals 11.1 Values/beliefs 15.4
Individual profile 11.1 Lifestyle 7.7
Personality trait 7.4 Life goals 7.7
Values/beliefs 7.4 Personality trait 7.7
Skills and abilities 7.4 Aspirational trait 7.7
Lifestyle 3.7 Aspirational desire 7.7
Preferences 3.7

8. Study Results

8.1. Answering Context Research Questions

8.1.1. RQ1: Dimensions of Meaning in Event-Inspired Movies

Open-ended survey and interview responses for both event-inspired and random movies were
coded. Across both event-inspired and random movies, we found 10 dimensions of relevance,
shown in Table 2, which were generally classified in 3 temporal categories: 1) pertaining to
the individual before; 2) pertaining to the individual now; and 3) possibly pertaining to the
individual in the future (aspirational).

When instances were combined across the three temporal groups and classified by study
condition, life situation (48.2%), life goals (11.1%) and individual profile (11.1%) were the
most prevalent dimensions of relevance for event-inspired movies. Life situation (46.2%) and
values/beliefs (15.4%) were the most common for the randomly-assigned movies. This is
shown in Table 3. Furthermore, we note that while the same or similar reasons were given for
relevance across the survey and interview for about 69% of the participants in the treatment
condition, only 41% of the responses were similar across the survey and interview responses
in the control condition. This seems to suggest that dimensions of relevance for event-inspired
movies was more stable than for the control condition.

To give context, three examples are given below of interview responses from participants
when asked to describe how they felt their event-inspired movies were relevant to them:

“Maybe little bit. After taking the surveys, thinking about if I relate to the characters I proba-
bly relate to Rosieta the overworked pig. Actually, my wife and I were terrible at cooking and
cleaning which I think the mom(Rosieta) have done. So I feel like I’m related to that one.”
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[Movie: Sing; coded as ‘similar skills and abilities now’]

“Um... I think the fact that Katniss stepped in to help her little sister. I can relate to that because
I have a little sister. I would probably do the same thing in that weird sc-scenario.”

[Movie: The Hunger Games; coded as both ‘same character profile’ and ‘same value
system’]

“Well again, it’s just, the part where you’re kind of looking at what where you’ve been in your
life and then what do you want to do what you have left and you know it’s always when you get
to a certain age you have more years behind you than you do ahead of you so you start taking
stock of things. What else do I wanna do, what else can I do? And how have I done so far, you
know, so I think that one.”

[Movie: The Bucket List; coded as ‘similar life situation now’]

8.1.2. RQ2: Thought Processes from Event-Inspired Movies

Another open coding cycle was performed on the interview transcripts with a focus on the
kinds of thought processes that watching the movies triggered. Across responses for both
event-inspired and random movies, 8 categories were identified. These are listed in Table 4
with descriptions, as well as percentages reflecting how prevalent each of the categories was
in each movie condition.

8.2. Answering Effectiveness Research Questions

8.2.1. RQ1: Consumption Experience of Event-Inspired Movies

Paired samples t-tests showed that the treatment and control conditions were significantly
different for both subconstructs of the consumption experience scale: Immersion (t(19) = 2.73,
p = .013) and Experience/emotions (t(19) = 3.04, p = .007). There was also a statistically
significant difference between the two conditions in terms of enjoyment (t(19) = 2.34, p =
.030), and for both subconstructs of the character identification scale: Character empathy
(t(19) = 4.46, p = .000) and Becoming the character (t(19) = 3.96, p = .001). Mean values are
in Table 5.

In addition, each participant was asked how they felt after watching each movie. Partici-
pants’ interview responses were coded as possessing a positive or negative emotional valence,
following the adjectives-valence pairing in the PANAS-X, a common affect scale (Watson &
Anna Clark, 1994). We also accounted for what was considered a “mixed” valence, where
the participant indicated either conflicting emotions, or in a few cases, a neutral response to
the movie. The percentages of each type of emotional valence from the event-inspired and
random movies can be found in Table 6.

An example of interview response coded as positive is given below:

“I was in a good mood, I was always in a good mood with that movie. I cried a little, because
that’s what I do, but it was good I was just chill, it was something I enjoy, then I skipped around
the room in the house singing the songs and then I drove my roommate insane. I enjoyed it.

[Movie: Garfield; coded as ‘Happy’, positive valence]

An example of an interview response coded as negative is as follows:

“Well this one I felt kind of okay with the story, but kind of sad with the ending, kind of knowing
the context and whats going to happen kind of after all that very heavy story...”
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Table 4. Types of thought processes engendered by movie

Type Description Total
Event-Inspired

Movies
(Treatment)

Random
Movies

(Control)

Self-assessment

Reflection on oneself,
one’s strengths
and weaknesses, character,
and present or past actions

23.6% 22.5% 26.7%

Outward
comparison

Positive comparison of
one’s situation with respect
to others’

21.8% 20.0% 26.7%

Motivational Inspiration and realization
of possibilities 18.2% 20.0% 13.3%

Reflection on human
condition

Reflection on basic values
(e.g., freedom of choice
in life)

16.4% 20.0% 6.7%

Nostalgia Memories and recollection
of past experiences 10.9% 7.5% 20.0%

Learning

Insight or new
understanding of
information in an area of
of one’s interest

3.6% 2.5% 6.7%

Emphasis on
fictional aspect

Keen awareness that
given situation was
only fictional

3.6% 5.0% 0%

Invasive
Direct correlation
with one’s own thoughts
and experiences

1.8% 2.5% 0%

Note: % reflects no. of instances for that category over total no. of instances coded.
% for each condition indicates no. of instances for that category within the condition.

Table 5. Mean scores for consumption experience variables

Construct Treatment Control

Immersion 3.42 2.86
Experience/Emotions 3.43 2.74
Enjoyment 4.30 3.75
Character empathy 4.22 3.46
Becoming the character 3.60 2.62

[Movie: The Imitation Games; coded as ‘Sad’, negative valence]

And an example of a mixed valence interview response was:

“It was happy and sad. It’s sad all the things that Will Hunting had to go through but I was happy
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Table 6. Valence of emotions from movie experience

Valence Examples of Emotions Event-Inspired
Movies (Treatment)

Random
Movies

(Control)

Positive Happy, entertained, hopeful 64.3% 45.0%
Negative Mad, bored, disappointed 14.3% 30.0%
Mixed/Neutral Indifferent, happy and sad 21.4% 25.0%

that there’s I see growth in his character, you know...”
[Movie: Good Will Hunting, tagged as ‘mixed’ in the ‘others’ category]

8.2.2. RQ2: Relevance from Event-Inspired Movies

We had 3 types of data to assess relevance: 1) scores for the single item of movie relevance to
one’s own life in the post-movie survey; 2) open-ended responses in the post-movie survey;
and 3) interview responses. A paired t-test showed that the scores from the single item was
significantly different (t(19) = 3.49, p = .002) between the treatment (M = 3.75, SD = .97)
and control (M = 2.65, SD = .93) conditions.

For the relevance scores, a rating of 3 or greater was considered as indicating relevance in
the movie. For the survey and interview responses, the movie was coded as being relevant if at
least one reason or rationale for relevance was given. However, open-ended survey and inter-
view responses did not always appear to echo the numeric scores. For event-inspired movies,
20 participants expressed relevance in all of their scores, survey responses and interview re-
sponses. The 4 exceptions had at least one response where they indicated finding little or no
relevance in the movie. For control movies that were randomly selected, 4 participants had
disagreement on relevance across the 3 data types, 8 had full agreement of relevance, and 12
had mixed relevance responses, whereby at least one of their responses conflicted with the
others. Table 7 shows the percentage of participants who expressed movie relevance in each
of the individual data types.

Table 7. % of participants expressing relevance on each data type

Event-Inspired Movies
(Treatment)

Random Movies
(Control)

Numeric rating 91.7% 54.2%
Open-ended survey 95.8% 83.3%
Interview response 95.8% 62.5%

8.2.3. RQ3: Impact on Life Satisfaction

Two measures of life satisfaction were taken: the Purpose-In-Life (PIL) test and the Satisfac-
tion With Life Scale (SWLS) in pre- and post-tests (time 1 and time 2). Repeated measures
ANOVA showed that there was a marginally significant effect of Time X Movie type on the
ratings on the SWLS between the treatment and control movie conditions (F(1, 15) = 4.32,
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p = .055). The interaction effect is shown in Figure 6 with mean values. No significant dif-
ferences were found for the PIL at the p < .05 threshold, although its mean values showed a
similar trend as the SWLS.

Further, in our interviews, when asked which of the two movies they watched made them
feel more appreciative of their own lives, participants chose the event-inspired movie more
frequently than the control movie. In fact, 76.3% of participants chose their event-inspired
movie. We emphasize here again that participants were blind to the movie conditions.

Figure 6. Time X Movie Type interaction on SWLS ratings

9. Discussion

This paper presented a study that informs the novel concept of event-inspired movie recom-
mendation. Event-inspired movies can be understood as movies that are aligned with events
that occurred in a specific user’s daily life. Such movies may be perceived as being partic-
ularly relevant by the individual specific user, and may result in an increased sense of life
satisfaction. We proposed an overall model for how event-inspired movie recommendation
may be operationalized in a system design, and conducted a study simulating the system de-
sign that aimed at understanding contextual issues surrounding event-inspired movies and the
effectiveness of the concept. Below, we draw design implications for event-based movie rec-
ommender systems as we summarize and discuss the results to each of our research questions.
Study results and design implications are summarized in Table 8.

With respect to contextual issues surrounding event-inspired movies, we were inter-
ested in what the dimensions of relevance that people perceive in event-inspired movies are,
and the types of thought processes that they engender.

Context-RQ1 asked about the types of relevance that people see in event-inspired movies.
We found 10 dimensions on which people perceive relevance in movies, ranging from general
life situations, to specific skills and personality traits. Participants applied these dimensions
to either their present self, their past self, or a future or hypothetical self. The most common
dimensions of meaning for event-inspired movies were somewhat reflective of some of the
parameters that we used to select movies in the treatment condition: life situations, life goals
and individual profiles. Conversely, relevance from values or beliefs that participants thought
they also possessed was much more common in the control condition. Thus, when relevance
is not explicit, people tend to draw relevance at a more abstract level rather than in terms
of concrete life scenarios. The design implication that can be drawn from the findings to
this research question is that taking into account context factors such as the specific user’s
life situations or events, overall life goals, and characteristics of the user’s profiles in the
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Table 8. Summary of study results and implications for the design of event-inspired movie recommender systems
RQ Study Results Summary Implications for System Design

Context-RQ1

Most common dimensions of
meaning for event-inspired movies
were: life situations, life goals, and
individual profiles.

Take into account context factors such
as the specific user’s life situations or
events, overall life goals, and
characteristics of the user’s profiles.

Context-RQ1

When relevance is not explicit,
people can draw relevance at a
more abstract level rather than in
terms of concrete life scenarios.

Complete precision of movie
recommendation is not necessary for
users to draw out relevance in movies.

Context-RQ2

Viewers related movies to
themselves through: self-
assessment; nostalgia; motivational;
outward comparison; reflection on
the human condition; learning.

A support mechanism can nudge users
in reaching states of mind that will be
responsive to positive mental effects
during or after movie watching

Effectiveness-RQ1

Mean values for event-inspired
movies were significantly
higher than for randomly-selected
movies in terms of immersion,
emotions, enjoyment, character
empathy and identification.

Effectiveness-RQ2

Viewers generally find event-
inspired movies more relevant,
though relevance is still seen
sometimes in control movies.

Effectiveness-RQ3

Life satisfaction marginally
increased for event-inspired
movies but decreased for
randomly-selected movies.

movie matching process of a movie recommender system is important to help produce movie
recommendations that users will find relevant to themselves.

Context-RQ2 asked about the types of thought processes that are engendered by event-
inspired movies. We found 6 ways in which viewers related movies to themselves: self-
assessment; nostalgia; motivational; outward comparison; reflection on the human condition;
learning. Self-assessment and outward comparison were particularly common among partic-
ipants. The motivational type is especially reminiscent of Oliver, Hartmann and Woolley’s
(2012) notion of elevation. Elevation states that people tend to want to emulate movie char-
acters so as to be a ‘better’ person. These types of thought processes uncovered may help to
inform the design of a support mechanism in event-inspired movie recommender systems that
can nudge users in reaching states of mind that will be responsive to positive mental effects
during or after movie watching. For example, an intelligent assistant embedded in the recom-
mender system may provide various prompts to guide the user’s way of thinking about the
movie events to encourage self-assessment.

With respect to the effectiveness of event-inspired movies, effectiveness-RQ1 asked
about measurable aspects of the consumption experience of event-inspired movies. On all
variables that we measured (immersion, emotions, enjoyment, character empathy, becom-
ing the character), mean values for event-inspired movies were significantly higher than for
randomly-selected movies. While watching a movie that resonates with the individual in a
pertinent way thus results in a unique kind of experience, one participant however had this
to say of his recommended event-inspired movie, suggesting the need to further explore the
privacy aspect of event-inspired movie recommendations:
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“Like it felt invasive a little bit because it was almost like it [the movie] knew exactly how I was
feeling, like very... (Interviewer: Like it struck a chord?)”

[Movie: Good Will Hunting]

Effectiveness-RQ2 asked whether event-inspired movies lead to greater perceived rele-
vance. From all 3 types of data that we collected, relevance appears to be generally greater
for event-inspired movies. However, relevance was still seen in some control movies. This is
not entirely surprising since the control movies were randomly selected, and it could happen
that some participants still found aspects of meaning in some randomly-selected movies. But
it is interesting that there was a high degree of mixed responses in the control condition, i.e.,
participants who indicated relevance on one data type but not in others. This could suggest
that when relevance is not evident, people are still able to draw relevance post-hoc if asked to
by scouring aspects of the movie for potentially relevant information. This was particularly
observed when people were asked to articulate the relevance as opposed to simply giving a
relevance rating (random movies indicated as relevant from ratings was 54.2% vs 83.3% from
open-ended survey responses).

Effectiveness-RQ3 asked whether people’s sense of life satisfaction could possibly be af-
fected after watching an event-inspired movie. Even though we understand that many factors
could affect people’s life satisfaction given the naturalistic context under which the study was
done, a marginal difference between the treatment and control conditions was still found on
the SWLS (Satisfaction With life Scale), accounting for levels of life satisfaction before each
condition. We hypothesized that differences were not found on the PIL (Purpose-in-Life test)
because the PIL was designed to be used for more clinical purposes (Crumbaugh & Maholick,
1964), while the SWLS was designed for a general audience (it was tested with undergrad-
uate students (Diener et al., 1985). Although the effect is marginal, it is promising that life
satisfaction scores increased for event-inspired movies while they decreased for randomly-
selected movies. Together, findings from the effectiveness-RQs indicate that event-inspired
movies are promising in terms of its potential as a possible movie recommendation approach
for self-actualization.

10. Future Work, Limitations and Conclusion

This paper has made several contributions: first, we presented the concept of event-inspired
movie recommendation; second, we proposed a system model that describes how a event-
inspired movie recommendation system may be implemented; third, we designed a study op-
erationalizing the system model into a specific pipeline using the wizard-of-oz approach, and
presented insights as to how event-inspired movie recommender systems should be designed
based on study findings of how people engage with event-inspired movies; and fourth, through
our study results, we also contributed to the understanding of the potential effects of event-
inspired movie recommendations on variables relevant to well-being and self-actualization
(consumption, relevance, life satisfaction). Further research is certainly required to know the
extent to which our results are replicable with an automated event-inspired movie recom-
mender system. Our work, however, paves the way for the development of such a system.

Our research is certainly limited in scope and depth. First, event-inspired movies are char-
acterized very specifically by the pipeline that we chose for movie matching. Second, in our
analyses, it was not possible for us to account for all variables that may affect how people
experience eudaimonic movies. For example, Hofer (2013) has shown that people’s scores on
search for meaning in life scales may affect their degree of enjoyment of the movies. Appel,
Slater, and Oliver (2018) showed that people’s degree of empathy may affect their percep-
tion of eudaimonic movies. And third, larger study sample sizes are needed to derive more
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conclusive results.
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