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Honors Thesis Proposal
On Personal Identity and Persuasive Media

The purpose of this project is to determine if there is a statistically significant correlation
between the genres or type of media one consumes and certain personality traits. While there are a
myriad of factors that contribute to the formation of an identity, it is only recently in human history that
persuasive messages are disseminated with such reach and constancy so as to have a real impact on
one's development and identity formation. Surprisingly, there has been little research done on the topic
until now. Therefore, I will determine if there is a correlation between certain personality traits in
persons who consume similar media in order to further explore the media-consumer relationship.
This project will be of importance because the field of communications is rapidly evolving, and while
there are generally accepted ethics in journalism and communications, knowing to what extent
persuasive messages shape one's personality will help the following groups:

1. Advertisers and communicators will better understand their intended audiences and the
methods that can best be employed to reach them.
2. Consumers will better know how to recognize and differentiate persuasive thoughts and efforts
from one's own identity.
Overview

My secondary research up to this point has led me to believe that media consumption forms a
significant part of peoples' perceived identities, whether the media inspires them to act or think a
certain way or the consumer chooses to consume media that they feel they can relate to. My work will
therefore attempt to differentiate intrinsic or inherent personality traits from acquired traits through
media (though family and upbringing have a huge influence on one's identity, that is beyond the scope
of this project). I will be conducting interviews and surveys with groups of people with similar
upbringings, such as siblings, neighbors, or other close family/friends. While asking about their media
consumption (mainly in their youth), I will take special note of discrepancies between those with similar
upbringings, especially between siblings and twins, and attempt to determine if these discrepancies are
perceived as a significant part of their identity.
After controlling as much as possible for personality traits acquired from family, I'll attempt to
analyze the discrepancies in personalities between those with similar upbringing and see if those in
similar circumstances, but with different media tastes, have personality traits that correlate with others
who have indicated a preference for the same kind of media. Where the causation comes into play is
beyond the scope of this project; I'll only be attempting to determine if there is a correlation in the first
place.
Erikson (1960) proposed examining identity formation on 3 levels: ego, personal, and social. I'll
be focusing on young adults, as adolescents, according to Erikson, are in the process of forming their
identity proactively for the first time rather than simply reacting to what happens to them. Young adults
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