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Korean pop culture, including music, movies, and TV dramas, has captured a mass audience of followers, setting off an
international “Hallyu,” or ”Korean wave.” Korean television, in particular, has become a dominant feature in global entertainment
over the last two decades. Of the many narratives portrayed in these shows, themes of revenge and bullying have been especially
prevalent, attracting millions of viewers worldwide. While there is a growing body of research on how Korean dramas have been
used as a form of cultural export and soft diplomacy, little attention has been given to how themes of revenge and bullying impact
individual viewers. In light of the vast number of global audiences consuming these aggressive narratives, this study seeks to fill
this research gap by exploring how exposure to these negative messages impacts international viewers on a personal level. Using
Cultivation Theory as a critical framework for this investigation, this research examines how these themes of revenge and bullying
may be internalized by viewers, causing them to blur the lines between fiction and reality. This study also uses content analysis as
the primary methodological framework to critically assess comments posted by 210 viewers on two popular discussion platforms.
Three of the most popular bullying and revenge-themed K-dramas, “The Glory” (2023), “Penthouse—War in Life” (2021), and

“Weak Hero Class 17 (2022), were selected for this study.
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Introduction

For over two decades, South Korean popular culture (K-pop) has
profoundly impacted the global entertainment industry. The K-
pop movement, which includes music, movies, and TV dramas -
has captured a mass audience of followers, setting off an interna-
tional "hallyu”—or ”Korean wave.” As one of its largest exports,
Korean TV dramas have over 230 million viewers worldwide'.
While the popularity of Korean entertainment first took root in
China and Taiwan in the mid-1990s, the globalization of digital
technologies has dramatically contributed to this unprecedented
popularity®. Recent data indicate that the export of Korean
dramas has increased by over 72

In the distinctly competitive world of digital entertainment,
the popularity of K-dramas shows no sign of abating. Recent
data indicates that along with the 200

Given the mass global appeal of this genre, it is essential
to explore how exposure to the aggressive messages conveyed
in K-dramas impacts international viewers on a personal level.
However, despite a growing body of research on how this Ko-
rean wave has been used as a form of cultural diplomacy, little
attention has been given to how these dramas’ personally impact
viewers. Considering this research gap, this paper aims to ana-

lyze the effect revenge dramas have on viewers through the lens
of Cultivation Theory. In doing so, this research also provides
new avenues to empirically apply Cultivation Theory in the age
of digital media.

Literature Review

With the success of K-dramas, it is natural to ask what makes
K-dramas so globally appealing. Some scholars have explored
the reasons behind this popularity, offering an array of expla-
nations. Initial research into the Hallyu phenomena linked the
early success of K-dramas in Asia to the cultural similarities
conveyed in these shows, creating an accessible cultural bridge
for viewers in neighboring countries, particularly China and
Taiwan®. While cultural proximity offers insight into the global
appeal of Korean entertainment in Asia, other factors have like-
wise been found to contribute to the popularity of K-dramas
outside of Asia. For example, some researchers have noted
that government-led policies supporting the export of South Ko-
rean entertainment have gone a long way in helping the cultural
spread of Hallyu®, while others have noted that recent shifts
in technological innovations have altered how entertainment is
viewed and consumed, allowing for the global spread of Korean
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media”.

The themes contained in K-dramas have also been cited for
driving their global popularity. De Witte, for example, notes
that ”Korean dramas strike a balance of predictability and orig-
inality” while also adding a dark twist to the story arc that
artfully captures the empathy of viewers. Additional research
also suggests that K-dramas tap into the vulnerability of the
human psyche, allowing viewers to connect to themes that so-
cially resonate”” and fulfill cognitive expectations by providing
a balance between novelty and coherence®. Similarly, some
scholars have noted that dramas add elements of “foreignness,”
making the storylines of K-dramas particularly appealing in their
unique way while also exploring themes universally understood
by audiences worldwide?.

Although some common themes include love, the pursuit of
dreams, family, friendship, and social status, there has been a
noticeable increase in revenge narratives in K-dramas in recent
years1?, With increased frequency, many popular K-dramas cen-
ter on revenge themes, with characters pursuing justice through
elaborate and often unrealistic strategies. A review of the most
popular Korean revenge dramas reveals that these shows focus
on several globally relevant themes, such as class inequality,
economic disparities, and corruption!. By depicting these so-
cial issues, revenge dramas provide a space for audiences to
vicariously process complex personal feelings about social and
economic inequalities, which often normalize the aggressive

themes depicted in these shows 2.

Bullying & Revenge in K-dramas

Bullying is defined as a repeated and detrimental behavior
formed by an imbalance of power between the victim and perpe-
trators'?. Evidence suggests that school bullying, in particular,
affects children’s physical and mental health, with negative im-
pacts lasting long into adulthood#. School bullying and social-
class bullying have been dominant themes in K-dramas recently,
supporting the perception among both Korean and global audi-
ences that South Korea has a serious bullying problem™>. There
is evidence to suggest that these storylines do, in fact, reflect
reality, with many K-dramas incorporating the theme of school
bullying to reveal this social dilemma. For example, a study
conducted by the Korean Institute for Children’s Social Develop-
ment evaluated 1756 middle schools in South Korea and found
that 40% of all children from these schools participated in school
bullying as victims, perpetrators, or victim perpetrators'®. Thus,
it was unsurprising to see “The Glory,” which tells the story of
tortured and mistreated high school students seeking revenge,
dominate South Korean television ratings more than a month
after its launch'Z.

In addition to school bullying, many Korean dramas depict
social-class bullying. The popular K-drama ”Penthouse” repre-
sents this theme, which centers on a working-class single mother

subjected to vengeful bullying by wealthy neighbors. Discus-
sion on social inequality has become increasingly analyzed in
Korean society in recent years. Social inequality is commonly
cited among South Koreans as a prominent issue, with 73% of
South Korean citizens believing that wealth distribution was
“not fairly equal” or "not at all equal,” which is 19% higher than
the average global percentage'®.

Bullying and revenge themes in K-dramas often follow a simi-
lar story arc where the main protagonist, who is often presented
as the victim of bullying, takes their revenge against the perpe-
trators in dramatic ways, this process of revenge is undoubtedly
the key point that is most exciting and addictive to the view-
ers®. The theme of revenge also enables many non-Korean
audiences from different cultures to experience the thrill of re-
vengeC. Whether it’s ” Penthouse,” aimed at a group of wealthy
individuals seeking revenge, ”Sky Castle,” aimed at the high
school system, or ”"The World of Married,” centered on romantic
relationships, Korean dramas provide a vast space for global
viewers to process their own personal revenge fantasies“..

It is important to note that bullying and revenge themes are
not new concepts in television. Many popular TV shows or
movies center on these themes, such as the renowned film series
by Marvel "The Avengers?2” However, K-dramas are unique
in that themes of bullying and revenge have led to a record
number of global viewers that are, in turn, redefining global
television. This massive popularity is further helped along by
the South Korean government, which views these dramas as a
unique form of cultural export>3. While government support of
global marketing budgets has undoubtedly contributed to high
viewership, there is a clear indication that these revenge dramas
resonate strongly with audiences as an unprecedented number
of viewers continue to tune in.

Given the massive appeal of Korean revenge dramas, it is
important to consider the potential impact of these themes on
viewers. Revenge is defined as “harm done to someone as a pun-
ishment for harm that they have done to someone else?*” When
presented as a form of third-party viewing, ethical questions be-
gin to emerge as to how these dramas can potentially desensitize
viewers=>. These social implications are further exacerbated by
the fact that these revenge dramas are often dismissed as “mere
entertainment.”

Cultivation Theory

Cultivation theory explores the role television plays in shaping
audiences’ perceptions, beliefs, and interpretations of social
reality®. This theory initially emerged from a larger Cultural
Indicators Project conducted in the 1960s to explore how me-
dia shapes culture®”. As an important theoretical perspective
in media studies, cultivation theory is based on the idea that
the amount of time spent watching television directly impacts
viewers’ conceptions of social reality?®. To support this view,
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Gerbner?” conducted a survey, dividing television viewers into
categories depending on the number of hours spent watching
television. He found that individuals who spent 4 hours or more
a day watching TV were far more likely to hold the same beliefs
conveyed on these shows than those who consumed 2 hours or
less a day. Other scholars have also investigated the effect of
cultivation theory on television consumers. Guseshoven and
Van den Bulck investigated 909 students and found that heavier
television viewing led to an earlier start in smoking behaviors=".
From these results, the researchers concluded that television
viewing gives positive messages about smoking and, therefore,
affects viewers’ attitudes toward smoking.

It should be noted that cultivation theory holds several theo-
retical assumptions. For example, it proposes that a cultivation
effect is the mere result of a positive relation between the amount
of time a person spends watching television and the degree to
which the person’s perception of the reality of the world reflects
a television world point-of-view=1. Specifically, this means that
the effect appears when information on television is integrated
into personal beliefs and values®?. Cultivation effects are also
viewed as influencing heuristic processing, which enables in-
dividuals to apply simple decision strategies. Some common
examples of the application of such a process include “experts
can be trusted,” “rich people are superficial,” “attractive people
are extroverted and sociable,” and so forth==.

According to Cultivation Theory, the heavy consumption
of violent television can cause interpersonal mistrust among
individuals, leading to the increasing perception that the world
is a more dangerous and unwelcoming place, a phenomenon
called "the Mean World Syndrome=#.” Additionally, it has been
found that heavy viewers are also more likely to experience
shyness, loneliness, and depression than those who watch less
frequently=>.

According to Gerbner2?, the “Mean World Syndrome” phe-
nomenon suggests that television and media play a pivotal role
in cultivating people’s perception of the world as an extremely
dangerous place. Indeed, as past literature points out, simply
picking up the remote and channel surfing through the many
options’ available exposes viewers to content that often reflects
bizarre, frightening, and violent scenes. Thus, what should be
shocking in reality becomes routine and mundane in the world
of media, reinforcing the perception that our world is a place of
consistent threats, dangers, and mean people=_.

It should also be noted that some researchers indicate that
Mean World Syndrome is not consistently reflected among view-
ers. Instead, critics point to other influences such as personal
lived experiences among viewers=5, as well as the role educa-
tion and socioeconomic status play in shaping audience percep-
tions*®. Despite this dissenting research, however, there is clear
evidence that mean world syndrome cannot be easily dismissed.
For example, Scharrer Leone®® found that mean world syn-
drome to be a factor among adolescents playing violent video

games, while Andersen et al.*! found evidence that watching
the News can cultivate anxiety and fear of violent crimes among
viewers.

Placing the K-drama themes of bullying and revenge in the
context of Cultivation Theory raises the question of how these
stories can possibly “cultivate” the audience to be immersed
in the story and feel insecure and anxious about life. Research
indicates that watching violence on TV, viewers learn from and
adapt to the characters’ responses by changing their internal
cognitive maps#. According to the availability-heuristic model,
the tendency to judge the likelihood of a particular violent event
is based on how easily one can recall similar experiences”.
Waters offers an example of how watching the news about plane
crashes causes people to be afraid of flying, despite the reality
of dying in a car accident is far higher®*.

Likewise, it is also important to note that while cultivation
theory proposes that viewing violence impacts how individuals
internalize and perceive violence, the theory also recognizes that
images from television are often more vivid than those recalled
from real life*>. The availability heuristic model supports this
by suggesting that people tend to believe that an event is more
likely to occur when they can easily recall a similar event from
memory“®, This ease of retrieval is defined as accessibility*”.
This means that when people encounter bullying or any other
events seemingly similar to what is depicted in K-dramas, they
tend to think real life is similar to TV life and, thus, react based
on what they recall from the television®8. This raises some
concern for K-dramas because, for the primary purpose of en-
tertaining, these dramas usually depict a violent and unrealistic
way of responding to bullying that is not necessarily practical
or helpful in reality. However, it is important to note that this
heuristic process occurs relatively automatically, meaning that
there is little or no conscious motivation behind applying such a
heuristic#?.,

The Knowledge-Attitude-Behavior (KAB) framework is a
model that illustrates how knowledge, attitudes, as well as behav-
jors, are interrelated and can influence an individual’s actions>Z,
Based on the KAB model and the cultivation theory, Potter
claims that there are six types of media effects on individuals:
cognition, belief, attitude, affect, physiology, and behavior>.
To make the scope of this research manageable, this paper will
focus on the impact of violent content on viewers from three of
those different aspects: affect, cognition, and behavior.

Affective Impact

Affect refers to the emotions and feelings that individuals ex-
perience. This can include emotions and moods like fear, lust,
laughter, and anger. It has been found that fundamental emotions
such as anger, joy, or fear occur when specific stimuli activate
universal “affect programs” that naturally and cross-culturally
cause typical reactions such as fear, stress, and the impulse to
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run away>2. On the other hand, the media also gives people op-
portunities to manage their emotions. For instance, when people
feel angry about real-life problems, they can virtually vent their
frustrations by watching and empathizing with the characters
taking revenge on television®>. In this case, when assessing
the impacts of bullying and revenge-themed K-dramas, it is evi-
dent that the emotional engagement facilitated by K-dramas can
lead to increased empathy for characters experiencing bullying
and seeking revenge. Viewers may find themselves sympa-
thizing with characters’ struggles, ultimately cultivating more
compassionate attitudes toward those who have experienced
such situations.

Cognitive Impact

Potter suggests that a cognitive media effect appears when ex-
posure to media impacts a viewer’s mental processes>*. Potter
notes that acquiring factual information from media messages
is the most common cognitive impact; the human mind can
assimilate that information and convert it into knowledge, thus
generalizing beyond media information to produce principles
about real life>>. In sum, repeated exposure to a particular narra-
tive can shape viewers’ perceptions and understanding of these
concepts in real-life contexts, which can ultimately lead viewers
to develop a deeper interpretation.

Behavioral Impact

Behaviors are generally defined as the overt actions of individu-
als”% Researchers have implemented various studies to inves-
tigate the media effects by observing people’s media exposure
behaviors to see how they use media. Researchers also expose
people to specific media messages and then study the people’s
subsequent behaviors towards things like violence, aggression,
debating political events, and the use of advertised products
etc®Z. Moreover, cultivation Theory suggests prolonged expo-
sure to media content can influence behaviors®®. In this context,
while it might not necessarily lead to direct emulation of venge-
ful or bullying behaviors, viewers may develop a heightened
awareness of these issues and a greater willingness to stand
against bullying and consider the moral implications of seeking
revenge.

As mentioned above, despite the immense popularity of K-
dramas worldwide, how the unrealistic and violent portrayal
of revenge impacts global viewers remains understudied. With
this research gap in mind, this research examines aspects of
bullying and revenge in three popular K-dramas through the
lens of cultivation theory.

Methodology

In the context of cultivation theory, this research aims to explore
how global viewers receive and internalize themes of bullying
and revenge in K-dramas. Content analysis was the methodolog-
ical framework used in this research. This analysis included
quantitative and qualitative responses from viewers on IMDb
and Viki platforms discussing three prominent K-dramas: (1)
The Glory, (2) Penthouse: War and Life, and (3) Weak Hero
Class 1. The two popular discussion platforms used for this
study were IMDb and Viki. Discussions and comments included
in this research were posted over one year from August 2022 to
August 2023. The platform IMDDb was selected for its global ap-
peal among members seeking to discuss various media content,
including movies, TV series, video games, celebrities’ biogra-
phies, fan ratings, and reviews. The second platform, Viki, is
a popular American streaming website that provides extensive
access to Asian TV shows, including Korean, Japanese, and Chi-
nese dramas. The data captured for this study were randomly
selected from these two platforms and included a total of 210
respondents.

The three bullying and revenge-themed K-dramas (“The
Glory,” ”Penthouse—War in Life,” and "Weak Hero Class 17)
were selected for their high global appeal and mass viewership.
“The Glory”, in particular, claimed the third spot among all Net-
flix movies and TV series in 20232, while Penthouse and Weak
Hero Class 1 had over 3.77 million, and 2.3 million viewers©!,
respectively. In addition to their extreme popularity, these three
revenge dramas were selected due to their diverse storylines. For
example, “The Glory” centers primarily around revenge among
female bullies in high school, while “Penthouse” explores re-
venge against a group of Korean plutocracy, and “Weak Hero
Class 1” explores revenge against teenage male bullies. These
three shows also portray different forms of violence, providing
a good cross-section for analysis. For example, “Weak Hero
Class 17 is an action-packed drama that is heavily dependent
on physical violence, while “The Glory” and “Penthouse” lean
more toward psychological violence.

A random selection of 70 responses from each of these three
dramas on IMDb and Viki were systematically reviewed and an-
alyzed to collect quantitative data. In addition, comments on the
platforms were also culled for words and phrases that reflected
favorable or unfavorable responses regarding the depiction of
bullying and revenge in these three shows. A third category was
also included to reflect the responses did not definitively fit into
either of these two categories.

It should be noted that reviews that indicate signs of binge-
watching were collected to investigate the relationship between
time spent watching and the cultivation effect. In addition, given
the number of shows per series and the hours per episode, it can
be estimated that the average time spent for the first season of
The Glory, Penthouse-War in Life, and Weak Hero Class 1 was
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14, 21, and 6 hours, respectively.

Discussions

Binge-watching K-dramas

Given that cultivation theory is linked to the hours spent watch-
ing television, the responses were analyzed based on the binge-
watching tendencies of viewers (see Table 1). Binge-watching is
watching three hours or more of television in a single sitting®%,
The reviews for all three dramas show a clear tendency for most
of the viewers of these K-dramas to binge-watch. The percent-
age of respondents indicating a propensity to binge-watch “The
Glory,” “Penthouse—War In Life’, and “Weak Hero Class 17 are
58%, 53%, and 56%, respectively. As one viewer of “The Glory”
notes:

“this drama can make you mad to the point where you
can’t wait for the next episodes. The madder you get
and the madder you get the more you want to see the
faces of the bullies when she takes revenge in the next
episodes. It’s when the meme “me: after this episode,
I'll go to sleep, ends up watching it to the end”

This review indicates how the themes of bullying and revenge
can make this K-drama particularly addictive. Similarly, in
the other two K-dramas, viewers demonstrated the tendency to
binge-watch. For instance, in “Penthouse—War of Life,” one
respondent watched a total of 21 hours in four days:

“I finished the whole drama in just four days. Keep in
mind that this drama has 21 episodes. I can’t believe
1 finished the whole drama in just 4 days. The story is
so addicting.”

Likewise, one respondent reviewing ‘“Weak Hero Class 17
stated:

“Spending the night watching Ep1 til end Ep8, weak
bullied school drama was never really my favorite, but
this one got me hooked”

The “Weak-Hero Class 17 season includes 6 hours of watch-
ing. This means that this viewer spent 6 hours in one single
night. Another respondent in this drama’s review stated:

“You have to binge watch this drama can’t stop af-
ter finishing 1 episode .....I am so very curious what
happens next ...”

It appears that binge-watching is a common phenomenon
among K-drama audiences, especially when watching K-dramas
with bullying and revenge themes. As cultivation theory sug-
gests, the more hours people spend watching a show in one

sitting the more likely they are to be influenced by the themes
presented®?. In these reviews, the high tendency to binge-watch
these K-dramas marks the potential for cultivation effects, mean-
ing that the viewers’ perceptions of the real world will likely be
affected by the portrayal of bullying and revenge.

As the data in Tables 1 and 2 suggest, the likelihood of culti-
vation effects occurring due to binge-watching was evident in
this research. For example, “Penthouse” viewers had the low-
est number of binge-watchers and the lowest tendency toward
normalizing violence. In contrast, both “The Glory” and “Weak
Hero Class 1” audiences reported a higher tendency to binge-
watch and a greater inclination toward accepting the violence
portrayed.

Normalization of Bullying among K-drama viewers

Table 2 shows statistics of viewers’ attitudes towards the vio-
lence and unrealistic actions involved in the dramas. Assessing
the reviews from the three dramas, there was a clear indication
that viewers tended to normalize the violence and unrealistic be-
haviors depicted. The overall percentage of respondents in this
study shows an inclination toward accepting the depictions of
aggression and revenge, with 58% of reviewers having a favor-
able response. In contrast, the overall percentage of respondents
who expressed a negative attitude toward violence and unreal-
istic actions was 8%, with 33% of respondents whose attitude
towards violence and unrealistic actions was undetermined from
the responses.

Based on the data collected, the percentages of viewers that
tend to normalize violence or unrealistic actions in the three bul-
lying and revenge-themed K-dramas (i.e., "The Glory,” ’Pent-
house—War of Life” and "Weak Hero Class 1) were 60%, 53%,
and 61%, respectively. These findings indicate that more than
half of the viewers of all three K-dramas were apt to perceive
violence and unrealistic revenge strategies taken by characters
as acceptable. Among the three K-dramas included in this study,
”Weak Hero Class 1” had the highest level of normalizing vi-
olence and unrealistic actions, with 61% of comments being
coded as favorable responses.

”Weak Hero Class 1” is an action-packed revenge-themed
drama that includes various scenes of schoolboys confronting
bullies with their unique fighting styles, including extensive and
highly descriptive scenes of present physical violence in the
name of justice. As one review on ”"Weak Hero Class 1 stated:

this series is super fantastic, interesting, most impor-
tantly it’s so exciting to watch the fighting.” Another
review states: ”I'm blown away. Absolutely mesmer-
izing from start to finish. It was incredibly gritty and,
yes, violent but somehow like watching a car crash
in slow motion, unable to turn away!! Will there be a
season two?”
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Table 1 Binge-Watching Tendencies

Name of Show

Number of Respondents
Showing A Tendency to Binge-Watch

Percentage of Respondents
Showing A Tendency to Binge-Watch

“The Glory” 41
“Penthouse—War In Life” 37
“Weak Hero Class 17 39

58%
53%
56%

Table 2 Tendency towards normalizing violence/unrealistic actions

Percentage of Respondents
Tendency ”The Glogry” ”PEnthouse—War In Life” | ”Weak Hero Class 17 Number of Respondents
Yes 42 (60%) 37 (53%) 43 (61%) 58
No 5 (7%) 9 (13%) 3 (4%) 8
Undetermined | 23 (33%) 24 (34%) 24 (35%) 33
Total 70 70 70 100

In these responses, watching the physical “fighting” between
the villains and the seemingly weaker students was experienced
as “’exciting” and “mesmerizing.”

This finding aligns with research that found violent entertain-
ment most attractive when disliked characters are defeated®*.
Moreover, according to cultivation theory, exposure to television
and mass media can cause distorted and unrealistic perceptions
of the nature, frequency, and factors of violence within our soci-
ety. This respondent clearly shows how “Weak Hero Class 1”
cultivates this respondent’s attitude towards violence by making
violence seem “exciting” and “mesmerizing.”

Although “Weak Hero Class 1 has the largest number of
viewers who tended to normalize violent and unrealistic actions,
comments regarding the other two shows also indicated a certain
acceptance of violence. For in ”"Weak Hero Class 1,” revenge is
depicted in a lively and dramatic with a lot of physical fighting
and killing, while The Glory” and the “Penthouse” tend to
focus more on the strategizing of violence, with revenge being
achieved as primarily executed through cunny strategy. Despite
this difference in how violence was portrayed, 60% of the com-
ments for “The Glory” and 53% for “Penthouse—War of Life”
contained favorable responses toward violence. Thus, while the
storylines in "Weak Hero Class 17 emphasize physical ’fight-
ing,” and ”The Glory” and "Penthouse” emphasize strategic and
psychological approaches to exact revenge, the potential for
viewers to normalize violence remains similar.

Some scholars argue that violence in storytelling has been
a reoccurring throughout history, and it is even necessary to
convey the challenging and natural complexities of human con-
flicts®. However, as some researchers have noted, what makes
the aggression in K-dramas different is the way they depict what
media experts call “happy violence,” i.e., these storylines are
often thrilling and somewhat glamorous and lead to a happy

ending®. It could be argued that “happy violence” is reflected
throughout K-drama, with audiences rooting for victims who
are seeking revenge to succeed, even when characters engage in
extremely violent actions.

It is true that not all respondents normalized violence, with
some participants even expressing empathy and concern for the
show’s characters. This aligns with other research that indicates
watching negative scenes can increase empathy among viewers.
For example, Mrug et al. suggest that exposure to a limited
amount of violence increases one’s empathy. However, their
findings also suggest that repeated exposure to violence can run
the risk of decreasing empathy over time. Desensitization over
time was also reflected in a study by Funk et al., which found
that repeated exposure to negative media can cause viewers to
detach from others, causing an increase in aggressive behav-
iors®. Likewise, Huesmann and Taylor found that violence in
television and movies contributes to both a short-term and long-
term increase in aggression and normalization of violence%.
Thus, while it is noteworthy that some people can become more
caring towards others after watching violent themes, long-term
exposure can cause even the most empathic viewer to eventually
become desensitized.

Affective, Cognitive, and Behavioral Impact of K-Dramas

As mentioned previously, there are three cultivation impacts
on viewers: affective, cognitive, and behavioral. These two
reviews noted above show the affective impact of television on
viewers. By feeling the excitement from the revenge and violent
fighting scenes from the “weak heroes,” the response indicates
how a viewer can be drawn into empathizing with the characters’
struggles, thus cultivating more compassionate attitudes toward
those experiencing such situations. Similar affective impacts
have also been found in other reviews as well. For instance, one
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respondent reviewing “Penthouse—War In Life” remarked:

“I legit threw a bottle out of anger towards the bullies
and that was basically what made me keep going.”

Here, the viewer points out that it “anger towards the bullies”
that makes the viewer keep watching the show, implying a
level of emotional engagement and empathy with the characters
experiencing bullying. According to the affect impact embedded
in cultivation theory, establishing emotional engagement with
characters leads some viewers to emotionally connect with the
characters experiencing bullying despite the unrealistic actions
involved in these characters’ route of revenge.

Furthermore, the cognitive impact of watching these shows
was frequently conveyed in these reviews as well. As men-
tioned earlier, heavily watching violent content in television
programs can shape perspectives of how much violence there is
in a culture, making the viewers perceive the world as a much
more dangerous and unsafe place than it actually is®. In this
study, this construct seems to hold true, with one commenter on
”Penthouse—War of Life” stating:

“this drama teaches more about life. People living
around, people we call family, people we call friends,
people we think they love us but later finding out that
they’re the ones behind your problems.”

The potential of the mean syndrome was also conveyed in
a number of responses posted. As one viewer in particular
highlighted:

“People live good life and they do not have mercy for
others who are not fortunate like them. They teach
their children and they also become like them if they
are not stopped by a bold and confident person. The
story is true.”

These comments demonstrate how interpreting real-life com-
plexities through the lens of K-dramas can contribute to a more
cynical worldview. As cultivation theory suggests, the phe-
nomenon of “Mean World Syndrome” can lead to anxiety and
distrust among viewers, potentially impacting interpersonal re-
lationships”Y. There is some indication that this propensity to
internalize online content has become more prevalent in mod-
ern society, with discussions of “gaslighting” and videos on
manipulating interpersonal relationships becoming increasingly
widespread in online spaces”!. It could be argued that K-dramas
are contributing to the spread of this negative worldview, with
revenge-themed dramas bringing increasing challenges to real-
world interpersonal relationships. According to the availability-
heuristic model, people make judgments about social reality
and how they should behave based on what they recall from
television, which also indicates that if viewers believe that the

world is a dangerous place, they will be more likely to learn how
to respond to the dangers from watching the show, despite how
realistic the revenge strategies are’’2.

The behavioral impact linked to these dramas was also in-
dicated in the responses. In "Weak Hero Class 17, for exam-
ple, viewers were inclined to support characters who, when
encountering both verbal and physical bullying, fight back phys-
ically, eventually overcoming the bullies. In this case, there is
research to suggest that exposure to violent television shows
further strengthens the position that acts of violence are natural
responses to situations of conflict’?. This trend was evident
throughout the discussion platform and is captured distinctly by
two viewers who state:

“this series make me feel badass, i want to fight ev-
eryone.”

And,
”sometimes it’s just best to fight fire with fire.”

As cultivation theory tells us, these shows can serve as pow-
erful models of behavior. Dramatized actions of retaliation can
carry messages that such actions are valid responses to conflict,
and over time, regular exposure to these narratives can desensi-
tize viewers to real-world aggression’#. Thus, these dramas not
only have the potential to impart the impression that the world
is meaner and more sinister than it actually is, but they also have
the power to deceive viewers into believing that it is okay to
emulate aggressive responses when confronted with conflict.

In addition, there is evidence that these dramas provide a
kind of cathartic process among viewers. For “The Glory”, one
reviewer says:

“This show describes the real pain one can experi-
ence that leaves ugly scares for the rest of their life,
which me personally can relate to when thinking of
my life when I was at school. And the revenge at the
end, glorious. It was such an immersive watching
experience that it almost makes me feel like I'm giving
the bully at my childhood a punch in the face.”

Similarly, one viewer of “Penthouse” says:

“The series is directed so well that you will feel your-
self experiencing the roller coaster of emotions. It
Jjust directs your train of thought or manipulate your
opinions so well that you will feel like you are one of
the characters winning the revenge.”

In a discussion on “Weak Hero Class 17, one reviewer reports:

“It shows how the mind reacts when it gets cornered.
The friendship, the bullying, everything so relatable.
Absolutely enjoyable and relieving, especially when
you can relate it to yourself when watching.”
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NHSJS Reports



These reviews show the tendency for respondents to immerse
in these shows and relate to the characters on a personal level.
As reflected in the above responses, when the protagonist gets
their revenge, these viewers report feeling “excited and relieved,”
affording them the virtual experience of “giving the bully” at
his/her childhood ““a punch in the face.”

Conclusion

The messages of revenge and bullying in K-dramas have capti-
vated global audiences due to their relatability and exploration
of universal human experiences. Through the lens of cultiva-
tion theory, we can gain a clearer understanding of how these
storylines influence and shape viewers’ real-world perceptions.
For avid K-drama fans, the acts of retaliation in these shows can
be perceived as not only acceptable but also a natural course
of action, causing viewers to blur the line between fiction and
reality.

Although the cultivation theory was first introduced 50 years
ago, this research demonstrates how cultivation theory seems
to stand the test of time. As the data generated in this study
indicate, continual exposure to revenge dramas can lead some
viewers to become desensitized to the violence portrayed in
these dramas. To gain a fuller picture of this impact, further re-
search is required. Additional studies comparing the impacts of
revenge-themed K-dramas with other types of revenge-themed
media, such as violence in video games would also add an im-
portant dimension to this discussion. Sociocultural variations
should also be considered in future research to provide insights
into how cultural factors may also shape viewers’ perceptions.

With more and more global audiences consuming these narra-
tives, it is essential to consider the potential for their cultivating
impact. While not every viewer will be influenced in the same
way, these shows offer an opportunity to reflect on the larger
societal responses toward aggression. In addition, these dramas
also provide a space to consider how we can foster a positive
approach to these challenging themes.
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