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ABSTRACT

UNDERSTANDING LETTERBOXD USERS: THE PLATFORM’S INFLUENCE
ON FILM CONSUMPTION AND CINEPHILIA IN THE DIGITAL AGE

Yavuz, Deniz
M.A. in Media and Visual Studies

Supervisor: Assoc. Prof. Emel Ozdora

November 2024

Letterboxd is an online platform that is becoming more and more popular among
film enthusiasts. It serves as a space where users engage in film-related activities
such as creating their individualized film diaries, giving ratings, writing reviews, and
creating their personal watching lists. This study explores the complex field of user
psychology in the context of Letterboxd, analyzing the platform’s notable impact on
users’ film-watching habits, the influence of other users’ opinions on what people
think, and the platform’s contribution to the transformation of cinephilia in the digital
age. Using quantitative and qualitative methodology, the research employs survey
data enhanced with open-ended questions to capture the complex nature of user
participation. The goal of the study is to determine how Letterboxd affects users’
habits of film consumption by investigating how the platform creates a sense of
community among its users, shapes their preferences and viewing decisions, and
influences their own opinions regarding films. Furthermore, it aims to unravel the
role of Letterboxd in the evolution of a new understanding of cinephilia in the digital

age. Ultimately, the research illuminates the changing landscape of cinema

Vi



appreciation by deconstructing the dynamics of spectatorship habits, the impact of
other people’s thoughts on forming people’s opinions, and the ever-evolving nature

of cinephilia.

Keywords: Cinephilia, Letterboxd, Need to Belong, User Psychology, Watching

Habits
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OZET

_LETTERBOXD KULLANICILARINI ANLAMAK: PLATFORMUN FILM
TUKETIMI ALISKANLIKLARI VE DIJITAL CAGDA SINEFILI UZERINDEKI
ETKISi

Yavuz, Deniz
Yiksek Lisans, Medya ve Gorsel Calismalar

Tez Danismani: Dog. Dr. Emel Ozdora

Kasim 2024

Letterboxd, film meraklilar1 arasinda giderek daha popiiler hale gelen bir ¢evrimigi
platformdur. Platform, kullanicilarin kendi film giinliiklerini olusturma, filmleri
puanlama, elestiri yazma, ve kendi kisisel izleme listelerini olusturma gibi
faaliyetlerde bulunduklar1 dijital bir alan olarak hizmet vermektedir. Bu yiiksek
lisans tezi, kullanic1 psikolojisinin karmasik yapisini Letterboxd baglaminda
aragtirmistir. Platformun kullanicilarin film izleme aligkanliklar izerindeki kayda
deger etkisini, diger kullanicilarin goriislerinin insanlarin kendi fikir olusumlari
tizerindeki etkisini ve platformun sinefilinin dijital ¢agdaki doniisiimiine nasil katk1
sagladigin1 analiz etmistir. Nicel ve nitel metodolojleri kullanan bu arastirma,
kullanici katiliminin karmasik dogasini yakalamak igin agik u¢lu sorularla
gelistirilmis nicel ve nitel anketler kullanir. Calismanin amaci, bu platformun
kullanicilar arasinda topluluk hissiyati yaratma, tercihlerini ve seyir kararlarin
sekillendirme, ve filmlere iligkin kendi goriislerini etkileme yollarini inceleyerek

Letterboxd kullanicilariin film tiiketim aligkanliklarinin nasil etkilendigini

viii



belirlemektir. Ayrica dijital cagda yeni bir sinefillik anlayiginin ortaya ¢ikmasinda
Letterboxd’in roliiniin ortaya ¢ikarilmast amaglanmaktadir. Sonug olarak bu
aragtirma, film izleme aligkanliklarinin dinamiklerini, diger kullanicilarin
diisiincelerinin insanlarin fikirlerinin olusumu tizerindeki etkisini, ve sinefilinin
degisen dogasini ¢oziimleyerek dijital cagda sinema begenisinin degismekte olan

durumunu aydinlatmaktadir.

Anahtar Kelimeler: Aidiyet Ihtiyaci, izleme Aliskanliklar;, Kullanic1 Psikolojisi,

Letterboxd, Sinefili
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CHAPTER |

INTRODUCTION

The influence of social media platforms on our daily lives is now undoubtedly significant.
Regardless of what these platforms are of service to, the users of these platforms are
comprehensibly affected by their regular use of social media, either positively or
negatively. These platforms take up a notable space in our everyday lives; some become a
part of our daily routine as each is a unique digital space that can connect us to other
people and the world around us in general. In this context, it is fair to say that Letterboxd
found itself a place among these platforms, despite the fact that it only serves a particular
audience, the community of cinephiles. As Behlil (2005) states, “The classic cinephile, as
the term was adopted in the 1960s, connected the love of cinema to the actual medium of
film, and to the movie-going experience” (p.112). Now that the times have changed, the
definition of “cinephilia,” and thus of “cinephile,” has inevitably expanded and started to
include online cinephile communities and platforms under its roof. In addition to this, the
experience of going to movie theaters has lost ground to home-based movie experience,
due to the rising popularity of online streaming platforms. The word “cinephilia” has
attributed a significant amount of meaning to the experience of watching movies at the
movie theatres. In the pre-digital age, the cinephiles did not have the chance to watch
films whenever they wanted, or to own copies of the films that they liked. As the only

way of experiencing cinema was the movie theaters, people have felt the need for a

1



community that is filled with people who share their love and passion for films as they do.
The formation of the cinephile community was directly related to people’s need to share
opinions, ideas, meet like-minded people, and thus, keeping this tradition which has
turned into a participatory culture alive. In the digital age, however, this need for
socialization in cinephile communities left its place to digital platforms. Nowadays, “just
as it is easier to obtain films and access journals, it is also easier to meet fellow cinephiles
on the internet” (Behlil, 2005, p.113). In 2005, people used to meet like-minded film
enthusiasts through chat groups and film forums. In this day and age, they continue this
cinephile tradition through Letterboxd, which serves as a digital substitution of the term

“cinephile community.”

Letterboxd is an online platform for film enthusiasts, offering its users the options to log,
rate, review the films they watch, and eventually share their tastes in film with others. It
was co-founded in 2011 by Matthew Buchanan and Karl von Randow (Letterboxd, 2021)
and is still active to this day. The platform functions as both a journal for its users with the
diary option, which allows its users to track the films they watch and log it into an online
diary, and a social network for like-minded cinephiles to connect with each other based on
their tastes in cinema. Users customize online profiles which shows their favorite films,
their watching activity, and their customized, user-generated lists. It also works as a
database where one can find the relevant information about each film, regarding their cast
and crew information, synopses, and whether they are accessible through online streaming
platforms. The platform enables its users to follow other users, comment on each others’
reviews, like each others’ content, and so on. In terms of its limited audience, it differs
from the popular social media platforms like Instagram or Twitter, as it is a platform that
only serves its sole purpose, which is to channel cinephilia and create an online roof

where cinephiles can meet under. The platform has its own sections for people to discover
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more films, such as “Popular this week,” “Popular with friends,” “Top-rated films on the

platform,” and so on. Ultimately, Letterboxd’s structure encourages self-expression for its
users through their taste in film, while also allowing interaction with a global audience of
cinephiles. It plays a significant role in shaping contemporary film consumption habits

and the presentation of online cinephile identities.

Figure 1. The Homepage of Letterboxd
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Figure 2. Layout of a Letterboxd User’s Profile
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Figure 4. “New From Friends” and “Popular Lists” Sections on Letterboxd
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Letterboxd is not the only platform that comes to mind when considering platforms
created explicitly for film enthusiasts. Before the emergence of Letterboxd, most
cinephiles were engaged in IMDb (Internet Movie Database), and some still are.
However, when the question “What does Letterboxd have to offer different than IMDb?”
is posed, it is rational to claim that these two platforms serve different purposes, even
though they have similar sides to them as well. While the more well-known platform
IMDb primarily provides industry-based information and trivia, Letterboxd offers more of
a personal, community-based, and social-media-like approach to film enthusiasts. IMDb,
too, has the option of rating and reviewing films, indeed. However, unlike Letterboxd, it is
not solely concerned with the users’ opinions and does not necessarily offer any
community interaction. IMDDb serves as more of a database, focusing on the industry-
related information. Letterboxd, on the other hand, has more of a social media-like
approach that focuses on film diaries and the personal opinions of its users so that like-

minded users can interact with each other at the same time.

Over the last couple of years, Letterboxd turned into a social media platform where people



connect with each other through their tastes, ratings, reviews, and the profiles they set up
to represent themselves online, either officially or anonymously. Even though the actual
purpose of the platform was to be a film-cataloging application, Letterboxd’s situation
took a different turn, and it became much more than an online film-logging platform.
Nowadays, Letterboxd appears in almost every film-related event in the US and the most
well-known film festivals around the world, interviewing people from the industry and
asking them about their “four favorite films,” which increases the popularity of the
platform day by day. According to research (Letterboxd, 2021), the platform currently has

more than 14 million users worldwide as of June 2024.

What Letterboxd offers to its users has changed many habits of the cinephile community,
including how they experience the films they watch and how they feel about stating their
thoughts regarding the films they watch. Through the use of Letterboxd, considered the
most well-known platform for cinephiles to interact, the understanding of cinephilia has
undoubtedly transformed in the digital age. | am confident in making this statement
because | have had the chance to observe people around me who use Letterboxd,
including myself, throughout the years | have been using the platform. Besides, as an
active social media user, | constantly run into different kinds of social media content
around several platforms, such as TikTok and Twitter, regarding how using Letterboxd

changed many aspects for its users.

Although media psychology is quite an active and operational field in communication
studies, and there is substantial research on user psychology in various social media
platforms, there is yet room for research regarding Letterboxd and its psychological
aspects. It is essential to understand what kind of a change Letterboxd asserts in the

viewing experience of its users since it is the first interactive platform in the digital age
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where the cinephile community can engage with each other under an online roof. I am
particularly interested in exploring how this platform influences the cinephile
community’s viewing practices and contributes to the new understanding of cinephilia in
the age of technology. I believe these findings can also foreshadow how future
generations will be consuming audiovisual material in a more evolved, post-digital age,

and how they will channel and transform cinephilia in the upcoming years.

Entering the digital age has undoubtedly changed several aspects of the consumption of
every kind of audiovisual material. Starting from the moment when using multiple screens
was possible during a viewing experience, the intersection of technology and film
consumption started to show its influence on consumers. Although it is mentioned in-
depth later in this thesis, this intersection gave birth to “social TV (Cesar & Geerts, 2011,
p.347). People started to interact with each other while watching a reality TV show or an
episode of their favorite TV shows. With Letterboxd, this shift has shown itself to be even
more effective by leading people to be concerned about how they will rate the films they
watch at that moment and what kind of reviews they will write for them on the platform.
Users also tend to judge and criticize others based on their choices. This concern resulted
from Letterboxd being an interactive and community-based platform where people are

curious about what the people in their circle think about the related content.

While this shift in the viewing experience became even more visible among cinephiles,
another issue started to emerge out of people’s need to belong and social identification.
Especially young users who define themselves as ‘cinephiles’ and eventually belong to
this community actually find themselves worried about how to rate certain films that are
considered ‘masterpieces’ and ‘cult films.” The same concern applied to vice versa. Jullier

and Leveratto (2012) state: “The time of “guilty pleasures,” linked with the risk of
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automatically compromising yourself should you personally enjoy films — whether
“commercial” or “intellectual” — that do not fit with current consumption norms in your
social group, is now over” (pp. 144-145). Since the year 2012, however, the time of
‘guilty pleasures’ has returned back quite strongly. This specific worry regarding how to
be ‘worthy’ of the cinephile community that users tend to embody was not often
expressed until social media took a different turn in recent years. Young people turned
social media platforms such as Twitter (now called X) and TikTok into places where they
could honestly make ‘confessions.’ Slang terms, such as ‘lowkey’ and “‘unpopular
opinion,” describing statements people are afraid of making due to social/peer pressure,
have started emerging. The idea of ‘being comfortable with being cringe’ gained
popularity in young people’s social media realm, and a new era began in which people
stopped ‘pretending’ to fit into a particular community. The more people started to
confess such worries they had, the more they began to see that many other people felt the
same way about this social impact. Regardless of whether this is a solved issue, | believe
that the way people started to talk about this impact as ‘confessions’ is in itself a statement
that verifies this concern. Most young people who actively use Letterboxd have felt this
impact of others at some point that made them feel obligated to rate some films higher and
others lower, regardless of their true feelings about the films, to feel validated and

accepted in the cinephile community.

The last part of this thesis, which is inherently connected to the previous one, aims to
illuminate the new understanding of cinephilia in the digital age. Around the middle of the
20th century, when the term ‘cinephilia’ started to take its place in dictionaries, it stood
for an interest and a strong passion for cinema. Now, however, we are actively witnessing
how the channeling of cinephilia is transforming in the digital age, and the term’s

connotation is changing. As the way we watch films has changed throughout time, and the
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accessibility of movies has rapidly increased with the age of technology, it is inevitable

for cinephilia to resist this change.

Platforms like Letterboxd and MUBI can be considered the pioneers of this transformation
in cinephilia. While Letterboxd functions as an online space for cinephiles to share their
tastes in film, MUBI offers a curated selection of films that aligns with the understanding
of contemporary cinephilia, which means a selection that highlights arthouse and
independent cinema. This niche approach of MUBI is an important reflection of curation
in the context of cinephilia in the digital age. The platform differs from other VOD (video
on demand) services and online streaming platforms. “...users do not always automatically
accept the expertise of the service, and they are more critical of it than they are of other
VOD services (such as Netflix) because they consider watching MUBI as a form of
‘intellectual labor’” (Ildir, 2024, p.1647). This point of view aligns with MUBI’s
reputation as a platform that highlights the distinction between “consuming films” and
“critically engaging with films.” This distinction will be discussed further in the literature

review chapter.

Additionally, the importance of rating in today’s understanding of cinephilia is
undoubtedly on the rise, and it has become a pivotal element in the cinephilia culture in
the digital age. Ratings, besides standing for a symbolization of the need to categorize and
thus to make sense of the cinematic productions, can also serve as a performative act in
relation to it being the building blocks of online cinephile identity construction, which |
will explain in further detail in the upcoming chapters. The rating system is also directly
related to the idea of canon-building in contemporary cinema. As Letterboxd (or MUBI,

as it also encourages ratings) users rate films, they inevitably contribute to the new
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curated lists like “films everyone should watch.” Thus, the question of “who decides
which films belong on these lists?” arises. While some films become part of the canon
because they are widely praised by critics, others can gain recognition through smaller
cinephile communities or online platforms, like Letterboxd. The rising popularity of
digital platforms has made it easier for people to have a say, and eventually influence,
what films are/should be considered important, which has eventually turned the process of
canon-building into a more flexible process. The increasing popularity of rating systems
and thus the rebirth of the question “who decides what” is highly significant, as this
situation is one of the signifiers of the evolving and changing understanding of cinephilia
in the digital age, where the idea of a fixed canon is being questioned and reconsidered by
the cinephiles of the digital age. Letterboxd, within this context, is contributing to this
change —as it is currently the only space that solely serves cinephiles to interact with each
other virtually— and is, therefore, paving the way for a new understanding of cinephilia.

In light of the given context and the literature reviewed, which is further explained in the
following chapter, this thesis proceeds through three research questions: “How does the
use of Letterboxd shape the viewing experience of its users?” “To what extent do the
other users’ opinions on Letterboxd impact the users in terms of rating and reviewing
certain films in an honest manner?” and “How does Letterboxd contribute to the

transformation of the understanding of cinephilia in the digital age?”

1.1. Structure and Organization

In this study, extant literature is reviewed to contribute to this thesis. To be able to answer
the three research questions this study aims to answer, Chapter 2, Theoretical Framework
and Literature Review, delves into the baselines of the thesis; the overarching theory of
this study, Erving Goffman’s The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life (1959), and the

supporting baseline, Henry Jenkins’ Textual Poachers: Television Fans & Participatory
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Culture (1992/2005). Then, it further investigates what has been said previously in the
field of media psychology. The literature review part consists of four sections, aiming to
answer the three research questions of this study. The first section of the literature review
was designed to provide a brief background about the sharing behavior that users assert on
social media platforms in general, and how they construct their online identities on these
platforms. The other sections are categorized according to the questions they help answer.
The third section of Chapter 2, Shaping Film Watching Practices, sets out examples from
the pre-digital age and how the way people have interacted with audiovisual content and
films has changed over the years through technological developments. The fourth section
of Chapter 2, The Influence of Others’ Opinions on the Viewing Experience, focuses on
how people feel about interactive media consumption according to the previous research.
Lastly, the fifth section of Chapter 2, The Transformation of Cinephilia in the Digital Age,
aims to explore what cinephilia is, how the concept was born, what cinephilia was like
back in the 20th century compared to the 21st, and how what it stands for has changed

over the years.

After the literature review, the study moves into Chapter 3, Methodology. The chapter
explains how the study was conducted, what measures and research methods were used,
and why. In order to come up with the most accurate answers to the provided research
questions, | created a survey for the participants and used one of the most trustworthy and
commonly used research measures commonly used in the field of media psychology,
which is the Likert scale. This chapter explains why this method was chosen, how the
survey questions were developed, and how it contributed to the research and the overall

research design of the study.

The fourth chapter, Findings, analyzes the collected data and addresses each research
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question. It provides an overview of the collected data, and then approaches the results in
a numerical way without any interpretations, ensuring that the collected data is accurately
reviewed and presented. The collected data is then interpreted, linking the results to the

research questions, and discussing the findings in the light of the literature reviewed.

The last chapter, Discussion and Conclusion, explores the implications of the findings of
this study, addresses the limitations of the study, and proposes new approaches for future
research in the field. Through the findings, this thesis aims to understand the psychology

of Letterboxd users and what cinephilia stands for in the contemporary age.

This topic is significant because digital platforms and online communities like Letterboxd
has transformed the way people engage with films in the digital age, and thus,
understanding where film culture stands and how these online interactions shape the
modern understanding of cinephilia in the contemporary age will be an important
contribution to the field and the extant literature of media studies. Examining the
Letterboxd users’ watching practices and preferences provides valuable insights into
scholarly studies on digital communities and social media behavior. Analyzing the
channelling of cinephilia through Letterboxd helps film and media scholars to understand
how cinephilia adapts to new media circumstances in the digital age. As Letterboxd is a
relatively under-explored topic in media studies, this study is significant in terms of how it
enriches the academic discourse on online communities and platforms, new audiences, the

transformation of cinephilia, and social media psychology.
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CHAPTER II

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK AND LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1. Theoretical Framework

The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life (Goffman, 1959) is the overarching baseline and
structural backbone of this study. This sociological study explores the idea of self-
presentation and investigates how people control and shape their public selves in social
situations through social interactions. Goffman (1959) establishes these personas in
theatrical terms, comparing these selves people create to ‘performances’ in people’s
everyday lives. He refers to people as ‘performers’ and the people whom the performers
interact with as their ‘audiences.” These are not performances that are limited to particular
social settings but happen in most interactions, between formal and casual conversations.
So, the idea of being “on-stage” while we appear to be doing ordinary things in life is a
powerful demonstration of how Goffman’s theory permeates everyday experience.
According to the theory, individuals constantly put on performances in the public eye for
others. The theory suggests that we want others to think of us in a certain way we want.
“Regardless of the particular objective which the individual has in mind and of his motive
for having this objective, it will be in his interests to control the conduct of the others,
especially their responsive treatment of him” (Goffman, 1959, p.3). It does not matter
what and how we want others to think about us, but we certainly want to control their
behavior towards us, and thus, we play a certain role to see the outcome we want from the
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others. This control is needed to keep our identity coherent and tell a consistent story in
multiple social spaces since any inconsistency can be an attack against the image we
create. Goffman (1959) divides these spaces into two categories and labels them as front

stage and backstage.

The front stage is the place where performers put on performances and adapt these
projections through the audiences’ reactions. It is “the expressive equipment of a standard
kind intentionally or unwittingly employed by the individual during his performance”
(Goffman, 1959, p.22). As Goffman (1959) also highlights, people put in these
performances (regardless of them being either on purpose or unintentional) for the
audiences’ spectatorship and witnessing, meaning that people are always in a need for
acceptance and belonging in social communities and circles. This need to belong can
increase in digital spaces, where the visibility of our actions to a larger audience can
amplify the pressure to conform to norms and expectations. While this performance we all
put in is indeed for getting the desired treatment by our audiences, it is important to take a
fact into account, which is how we do not write these roles for ourselves in our minds out
of nowhere. In most cases, they were already written for us beforehand. These roles we
are expected to play have already been established in the communities where we look for
social acceptance. According to the theory, “when an actor takes on an established social
role, usually he finds that a particular front has already been established for it” (Goffman,
1959, p.27). In this sense, our performances are both individual and collective, as they are
shaped by broader social expectations that dictate what is acceptable and expected in
different contexts. The social acceptance factor also brings another element to the table,
which is the idealization of the self and the aim of self-realization. Although these
performances that are mostly ‘expected’ by the audiences take place indeed for the

audiences themselves, they also take place for our own satisfaction regarding our self-
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image as well. “In a sense, and in so far as this mask represents the conception we have
formed of ourselves—the role we are striving to live up to—this mask is our truer self, the
self we would like to be” (Goffman, 1959, p.19). This search for idealization often leads
people to create a version of themselves that aligns with both social expectations and their

internalized standards of who they wish to be.

The backstage, on the other hand, is the space where an individual is away from the public
eye and gets to be themselves in their own comfort zones, free from the expectations of
the front stage. “Here the performer can relax; he can drop his front, forgo speaking his
lines, and step out of character” (Goffman, 1959, p.112). The backstage is crucial for
individuals to maintain their emotional and mental well-being, as it provides a space for
authenticity that may not always be possible to present during public performances.
Regardless of the time it was published, the theory closely relates to one of the main
concerns of this thesis, which is to explore Letterboxd users’ worries regarding how they
are perceived on the platform and what impression they give to the cinephile community
through their tastes. The goal of this study is to offer these users a ‘backstage’ in
Goffman’s (1959) terms, to understand how they truly feel about their behavior in a
cinephile platform when they go back to their backstage. However, it is also possible to
run into an extreme circumstance, which is the confusion between the act and the reality
for the performer. “At one extreme, one finds that the performer can be fully taken in by
his own act; he can be sincerely convinced that the impression of reality which he stages
is the real reality” (Goffman, 1959, p.17). The blurry line between performance and
authenticity is especially relevant for the case of this thesis, as it implies that users may be
convinced in their curated cinephile personas that they present. The validity of this

concern will display itself once the results are analyzed.
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Textual Poachers: Television Fans & Participatory Culture (Jenkins, 1992/2005) offers a
supportive framework to understand the dynamics of cinephilia in the digital age in
relation to the Letterboxd community, which is another part to theoretically ground this
study. “Forms of participatory culture include creative expressions like fan fiction and
digital mash-ups as well as collaborative problem-solving, group affiliation and media
circulation” (Hargittai & Walejko, 2008, p.241). Jenkins highly prioritizes the fan
behavior in his book, and he refers to the fans of specific audiovisual content and material,
such as certain TV shows or film series. His emphasis on fandom behavior as a structured
and collective concept allows for a better understanding of how digital platforms like
Letterboxd can assert a similar sense of collective engagement among users. In regards to
this study, I will adapt the word ‘fan’ for the Letterboxd users, as these users could be
considered ‘fans’ towards ‘cinema’ in Jenkins’ approach. Jenkins (1992/2005) examines
various different types of fandom culture in his book, and one of his approaches is closely
related with the concern of this study, which is the status of fandom as an alternative

social community (p.2).

Jenkins (1992/2005) highlights the transformation of fandom into a participatory culture,
and this is the case for Letterboxd users as well. “Fandom here becomes a participatory
culture which transforms the experience of media consumption into the production of (...)
a new culture and a new community” (p.46). In the digital age, platforms like Letterboxd
encourage this transformation by enabling users to interact with film content in a way that
blurs the lines between traditional passive consumption and active cultural production. For
the case of Letterboxd, the users of the platform actively engage in sharing opinions and
comments on different films, they can criticize each others’ opinions if they feel the need
to, and they can create open lists for the use of other users. Through offering these

features, Letterboxd directly creates a participatory culture and contributes to the
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channeling and transformation of cinephilia in the digital age. These participatory
activities stand for a significant shift from the earlier forms of fan engagement that was
more local and limited, pioneering a change in how cinephiles connect and collaborate
globally. There used to be “fan club meetings, newsletters, and letterzines as participatory
spaces where interpretations were negotiated between readers” (Jenkins, 1992/2005,
p.90). Now, there is Letterboxd, enhancing these traditional aspects of cinephile culture in
the digital age for contemporary film enthusiasts from all around the world who meet

under an online roof.

Jenkins uses the term ‘filk,” to refer to fan made music content, a similar concept to fan
made videos. He uses the term to exemplify the fans’ own creations regarding the content
of the fandom, and for the case of Letterboxd, the ‘filk’ can refer to the Letterboxd
community’s shared comments, opinions, and lists that are curated by the users to be
shared with others. Jenkins aims to highlight filk’s “role as a cultural expression of the
ideals, beliefs, and activities of fandom, as a means of articulating an alternative social
identity, and as a resource for integrating the community’s diverse interests” (p.258). The
concept of filk resonates with the Letterboxd users who often use the platform as a way to
assert their cinematic tastes and values, creating an alternative social identity within a
global cinephile culture. This role definitely applies to Letterboxd as it does encourage
users from all around the world for cultural expression through their tastes. The platform
strengthens the cinephiles’ engagement with other cinephiles from different cultural
backgrounds, and opens up a space for discovery of films from different countries, and
critical discussion. However, to connect this idea of cinephilia in the digital age to the
performances we stage within the communities, there is of course an extreme link between
fandom and performances. “An individual’s socialization into fandom often requires

learning “the right way” to read as a fan, learning how to employ and comprehend the
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community’s particular interpretive conventions” (Jenkins, 1992/2005, p.91). Although
this is not a necessity that occurs within fandom, in this case the ‘Letterboxd community,’
there are cases like this within the cinephile community where people feel some kind of a
peer pressure to enjoy certain filmmakers’ works. It is highly unlikely to see a negative
criticism on Letterboxd towards the films of Andrey Tarkovsky, Ingmar Bergman, or
Jean-Luc Godard, for instance. The socialization Jenkins talks about can be considered a
reflection of Letterboxd users’ navigation of the platform and how they conform to certain
expectations, or expected to conform, about how to criticize and interpret film content.
Despite how Jenkins talks about this issue in more of an academic way in his book and
agrees with the idea that there must be certain rules and agreed-upon strategies to criticize
certain works, in the context of the cinephile community of Letterboxd, learning ‘the right
way’ does not really have a strong foundation, as the film criticism people engage with on
Letterboxd is not on an academic level. Jenkins states: “...interpretive conventions are less
rigidly defined or precisely followed than within the academy, yet are accepted
nevertheless as a necessary basis for fan discussion” (Jenkins, 1992, p.91). The less
formal critical conventions on Letterboxd certainly allow for more diverse and personal
expressions of cinephilia while also inevitably enabling a space for tensions between
mainstream and niche tastes, which can turn Letterboxd into a contested platform for film
discourse. These agreed-upon conventions and rules are exactly what makes the concepts
of frontstage and backstage emerge for the young cinephiles on Letterboxd. This constant
negotiation between personal tastes and community expectations shows us how

complicated participatory culture can be on a digital platform like Letterboxd.

2.2. Sharing Behavior and Identity Construction on Social Media

In the digital age, social media platforms occupy a significant space in people’s lives and

they have so far transformed the way people interact with each other and share their
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experiences. The existing research has established that “sharing motivation reflects
people’s need for social interaction and social relations” (Xie, 2023, p.155), and this
motivation behind the sharing behavior people assert on social media is directly connected
to the worries of this thesis, as Letterboxd can be considered an extension of social media.
Previous studies found that “users’ sharing of mobile media content was an attempt to
seek for entertainment, information discovery, socialization, among other gratifications”
(Lee etal., 2011, p.132). Although Letterboxd is primarily a platform for cinephiles, the
user practices of the platform are more or less similar to the other social media platforms,
such as Twitter (now called X), Instagram, Facebook and so on. As the users engage in
sharing their tastes on the platform, their use of this platform also indicates performing an
identity. “The virtual materials of this performance are cultural signs—a user’s self-
described favorite books, music, movies, television interests, and so forth—composed
together into a taste statement that is ‘‘performed’’ through the profile” (Liu, 2007,
p.153). This performance of the self that comes as a requirement in social media use
inevitably “triggers comparisons between users and reinforces the sense of comparison”

(Xie, 2023, p.154).

The favorite films section on people’s Letterboxd profiles stands for an identity
construction. “Social network sites are based around profiles, a form of individual (...)
home page, which offers a description of each member” (boyd, 2007, p.123). The favorite
films section on each profile indeed constitute the building blocks of who we are on the
platform, or who we want ourselves to be perceived as, just like how it works on the
popular social media platforms like Instagram, Facebook, and Twitter (now called X).
“The construction of identity on social networking platforms is so flexible that people can
design, hide, or even alter their identity if they want” (Jeyanthi, 2022, p.140). As

Letterboxd serves as a space that expects people to show their relationship to cinema, and
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at some point prove it to others, people feel obliged to present themselves the most
“cinephile” way possible. People’s desire for self-presentation brings within an automatic
filter, or even a censorship mechanism, which can lead individuals to curate profiles that
align with specific norms depending on the platform. “When profiles are constructed
through a series of generic forms, there is plenty of room for [the users] to manipulate the
profiles to express themselves” (boyd, 2007, p.127). This need for self expression does
not necessarily occur in community settings solely, but it also applies to the settings where
there is an imagined audience. “Expanded and invisible audiences are created in these
virtual communities when an individual posts information about herself, or engages in
social interactions publicly on the profile “wall”, for it is unclear exactly who will be
observing that communication” (Manago et al., 2008, p.448). The users on online
platforms consider these imagined audiences, meaning that who they believe will view
their profiles, and they end up adjusting their profiles to meet the expectations of these
anticipated viewers. The imagined audience can consist of friends, family, acquaintances,
or strangers, and it impacts the users’ shared taste and content. As Marwick and boyd

(2011) suggest,

Our understanding of the social media audience is limited. While anyone
can potentially read or view a digital artifact, we need a more specific
conception of audience than ‘anyone’ to choose the language, cultural
referents, style, and so on that comprise online identity presentation
(Marwick & boyd, 2011, p.115).

Thus, the process of creating an online identity is in fact a negotiation between the users’
personal expression, and their desire for social recognition. In a study conducted on the
use of Letterboxd (Turgut, 2024), it was found that the films on users' profiles, the ratings
they give to the movies they watch and the reviews they write constitute an identity

construction on the platform.
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Letterboxd profiles, users' movie preferences, and reviews become an
indicator of cultural capital through their ratings. In these networks,
participants strive to distinguish themselves from other users or to achieve
a certain status. Therefore, a hierarchy is constructed between participants
based on their profiles on Letterboxd (Turgut, 2024, p.272).

The process behind the construction of an ideal online identity, however, does not occur
independently from external factors. Social recognition is an important factor in how users
present themselves on online platforms. When it comes to the question of why people
enjoy sharing content on social media, it was found that some of the strongest motivations
for the assertion of this sharing behavior were the social recognition and socialization
factors. It was established that “people who care about social recognition are more likely
to share (...) content on social media” (Yelpaze, 2021, p.144). An important highlight and
extension of this finding was that the participants who care about the social recognition
element tended to agree more with the collective opinions, as they wanted to be approved
by the majority to be eventually recognized by them. (Yelpaze, 2021, p.144). “Evidence
has highlighted that self-worth staked in the domain of approval from others promotes
behaviors such as social comparison, as well as internalization of societal ideals”
(Stapleton et al., 2017, p.143). As people who use social media observe the behaviors of
others on these platforms, this leads to a tendency of social comparison on the platforms

they use (Kocabiyik, 2021, p.448).

The idea of accommodating the collective opinion brings within the question of users’
reliability in terms of creating honest content on social media, which is directly related to
one of the significant points of this thesis. As users gain some kind of gratification from
their act of socializing on these platforms, this satisfaction can create the tendency of

sharing content that is not honest or accurate (Apuke & Omar, 2021, p.12).
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2.3. Shaping Film Watching Practices

The ultimate audiovisual material consumption experience has significantly changed since
the world entered the digital age and the effects of late capitalism started to appear. “Any
act of viewing is layered with options of simultaneous and interruptive actions, choices,
and feedback. The idea of long blocks of time spent exclusively as a spectator is
outmoded” (Crary, 2013). With the emergence of digitalization and the increasing
technical opportunities in media consumption, the position of the audience in this new
relationship with the new media, has started to be an important factor in most of the media
research. “As audiences become less predictable, more fragmented or more variable in
their engagement with media, understanding the audience is even more important for
theories of social shaping” (Livingstone, 1999, p.63). It was found out by a research
(Smith & Boyles, 2012) that was conducted by Pew Research Center’s Internet &
American Life Project, that “cell phones allow viewers to engage more deeply with
televised content by letting viewers seek out additional information or commentary about
programming that interests them” (p.6). It was now proven by research that the audiences
of the digital age were interested in multi-screen experiences as they felt more connected
to the other viewers (Smith & Boyles, 2012, p.7). The digital age gave birth to a new
viewing understanding, defined as “digital spectatorship.” The most revolutionary feature
of this new spectatorial mode was the emergence of “speed watching,” which is a feature
that enables the viewer to experience audiovisual content at a faster speed. “This compact
mode of spectatorship is based on a system of frame skipping, and it is therefore
substantially different from earlier modes of time shifting such as the “fast-forward”
function on VCR or “skip” function on DVR” (Alexander, 2017, p.105). The fundamental
viewing experience was changed and adapted to the digital age. “The stop, fast forward,
and rewind buttons of new technologies have further reconstructed the boundaries

between film, viewer, and author through the disruption of theatrical exhibition’s temporal
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and immersive flow” (Gorfinkel, 2008, p.37). As this new world demanded people to live
faster, speed-watching enabled people to consume the content they chose faster, “resulting
in the illusion that nothing went missing” (Alexander, 2017, p.105). Despite the illusion
that people have found themselves in, this new feature has been proven to be helpful for
most people who do not have enough time to consume viewing material in their busy
lives. This feature was more of a concrete and technical one, but as the age of technology
progressed, there was another emerging need for people. This time, it was a psychological

one, bringing a new layer to the viewing experience: an interactive way of viewing.

Cesar and Geerts (2011) argue that there is now a phenomenon termed “social TV,” which
refers to viewers’ use of a second screen during the viewing experience. This phenomenon
was a significant shift in how audiences engaged with media, indicating a blend of passive
consumption and active social interaction. It can be considered a game changer for its
time and certainly a new layer to the experience of watching. First, the ultimate space for
this new experience was Twitter, as the “use of Twitter to connect and support
conversations between audience members for live or mediated entertainment” (Highfield
et al., 2013, p.316) was a highly popular activity, altering the way viewers shared and
reacted in real time. The use of Twitter as an online community for fans and audiences of
specific entertainment material, such as Eurovision Song Context in the context of
Highfield’s work, caused the emergence of new questions regarding “how such second-
screen activity might change television viewing habits, (...) and whether the most (...)
productive of such intersections (...) may come to create entirely new media practices”
(Highfield et al., 2013, p.317). These second-screen activities did lead to the birth of new
media practices, one of which is what the platform Letterboxd offers for its users.
Letterboxd added another aspect to this change of experience, expanding this sphere of

social interaction to a space of film viewing and critique. Even though it is not as
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physically synchronized as the concept of “social TV,” this new way of viewing comes
with a mental synchronization of the viewer to the content, meaning that this new habit
makes the viewer constantly think about how they will rate the film on Letterboxd as they
watch at that moment and what review they will write for it. Users also tend to think about
their own social circle’s ratings beforehand and are affected by other people’s reviews
during the viewing experience, which indicates a form of social pressure or influence.
Academics in this field have brought forward that viewers may be influenced by social
information due to the “judgment effect,” in which viewers modify their assessments of
content based on the social material they have (Mdéller et al., 2021, p.27), confirming the

impact of these digital platforms on media consumption behaviors of people.

In the same year that Cesar and Geerts’ (2011) work was published, another similar study
by Wohn & Na (2011) was conducted, and it also aimed to explore changing television
viewing habits. This study uses the uses and gratifications perspective (Katz et al., 1973)
as a theoretical framework, and the main focus of the study is the audience’s use of
Twitter hashtags while consuming TV-based content. Wohn and Na found out that “social
media is recreating a pseudo “group viewing” experience of television” (Wohn & Na,
2011, p.10). By using the term “pseudo,” the researchers wanted to highlight how the
viewers do not “communicate directly with each other (...), the use of hashtags and re-
tweets suggests that (...) they want to be part of a larger group” (Wohn & Na, 2011, p.10).
This reflects how online platforms serve as enablers for shared experiences, despite how
they lack the immediacy of face-to-face interaction. Another research article (Schirra et
al., 2014) establishes several motivations between and practices of social TV behavior.
The results indicate that these motivations include “a desire to feel connected to a larger
community” (Schirra et al., 2014, p.2441). This outcome can be linked to Wohn and Na’s

findings, demonstrating that the collective engagement with media via social network can
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transcend geographical boundaries. In the case of this thesis, this motivation, the need to
feel connected to a larger group, corresponds to Letterboxd users’ desire to feel connected

to a cinephile community.

Han and Lee’s Motivations for the complementary use of text-based media during linear
TV viewing: An exploratory study (2014) explores the concept of “linear TV” and the
audiences’ use of text-based media either during or after the act of viewing. The concept
refers to refers to “a television service where the viewer watches a scheduled TV program
at the particular time it is offered” (Han & Lee, 2014, p.235). This phenomenon highlights
how viewers increasingly tend to layer digital interaction over traditional and scheduled
programming. The researchers of the study detect five different types of motivation for the
use of text-based media in linear TV viewing. Han and Lee (2014) argue that the
audiences’ motivations for the use of text-based media during TV consumption are
“communication about the impressions of a broadcast; information sharing and seeking;
feelings of coviewing; curiosity about others’ opinions; and program recommendations”
(2014, p.235). These motivations indicate how traditional TV viewing is no longer a
solitary experience, but rather an experience that is shapeshifting into a collaborative and
participatory one. One of the five extracted categories of motivation for linear TV
viewing, “communication about the impressions of a broadcast,” covers the dimensions of
“trying to develop a bond of sympathy about a program being viewed” (2014, p.238) and
“developing a bond of sympathy among communication parties beyond expression and
sharing of simple impressions or opinions” (2014, p.238). This highlights how the
emotional connection factor in shared viewership now extends beyond physical spaces to

virtual communities.
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A recent study (Turgut, 2024) on Letterboxd and its relation to viewing experience in
terms of how it altered the concept of spectatorship explores a similar concern with this
thesis’. This shift reflects broader changes in how digital platforms have reshaped
traditional media consumption in this age. The research focuses on how the users of
Letterboxd experience the activity of film-watching and how the dynamics of cinematic
spectatorship changed for them in the digital age. While Turgut (2024) examines the
broader behavioral shifts in how users approach the act of watching in relation with their
use of Letterboxd. This thesis, however, takes a different approach by delving into
psychological and sociological aspects of Letterboxd use. Focusing on the navigation of
self-presentation within the cinephile community, it aims to delve deeper than solely
behavioral practices of Letterboxd users. The participants of Turgut’s study explain how
Letterboxd not only affects the way they watch films, but also changes the motivations
behind consuming cinematic content (Turgut, 2024, p.268). The study shows how users’
film consumption can turn into a race with other users and even how it can be related to
people’s fear of missing out (Turgut, 2024, p.269). This suggests a deeper transformation
in the audience behavior, where watching films is not solely a personal experience but
also a performative one for their social networks. Another finding the study has
discovered is that the number of films people have watched (the statistics are available in
every user’s profile) can make other users feel inadequate. This feeling motivates people
to watch more films so that they can add them to their film diary on Letterboxd.
Ultimately, this means that users do not always watch films because they simply want to,
but for the sake of logging the film to their diary on Letterboxd. This competitive element
suggests how platforms like Letterboxd can turn the casual viewing experience into a

status-seeking activity.
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Since the participants of this research are specifically university students between the ages
of 18 and 25, it is also essential to distinguish young people’s habits in terms of media
consumption. “University students are among the highest users of technology and are
typically early adopters of new technologies, (...) a lot of time is spent on all these forms
of technology and it is now increasingly integrated into students’ lives” (Tassew, 2020,
p.62). Younger generations who are raised in the digital age show unique media habits
that differ from the older audiences. Chang’s (2016) study takes notice of the age factor in
media psychology, and it explicitly approaches college students intending to understand
why they multitask with multiple media. The results of the research indicate that the
reason young people are so engaged in the multiplicity of media is that they are high
sensation seekers, meaning that they are in need of some type of arousal (Chang, 2016,
p.701). Chang uses the “Uses and Gratification Theory” (Katz et al., 1973) as a theoretical
background in her study, which is a theory that defends that people actively choose which
kind of media they want to consume and that they are selective and conscious in the
selecting process. In line with the provided literature, the following sub-research questions

have emerged:

RQ1a: How is the viewing experience of Letterboxd users affected by the use of the

platform?

RQ1b: How are the viewing motivations of Letterboxd users affected by the structure of

the platform?
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2.4. The Influence of Others’ Opinions on Opinion Formation

The influence of other people’s opinion on how we choose what media product to
consume and how we perceive the related content has gained attention in communications
research in the last years, where social media has become a prominent part of our lives.
“With the increasing popularity and use of social media, more and more people are (...)
relying more on online reviews and recommendations” (Wang, 2023, p.1198). This
behavior was not only observed in social media use, but also in people’s viewing practices
in the digital age. According to the MAIN model Sundar has come up with, the viewers
often tend to think, “If others like this content, then I should too” (Sundar, 2008b, p.83).
This thought process of the viewers, being related to the social dynamics, suggests that
social acceptance heavily influences media consumption patterns. According to the
author, this finding results from the bandwagon heuristic, a term that stands for a
cognitive bias that individuals tend to have. This bias makes them believe that what they
think about a particular subject must align with what others think, which results in
individuals being influenced by others' opinions and not being able to evaluate that subject
individually. The pressure to adapt to the mainstream idea becomes so strong for the
viewers that personal judgments often get overshadowed by communal opinions. They
tend to end up following the others’ way of thinking. Initial research suggests that
“Curiosity about others’ opinions’ refers to the motivation of wondering about others’
opinions or trying to determine whether others’ opinions are identical to one’s own” (Han
& Lee, 2014, p.239). This bias has long been a concern in media psychology and user

psychology, regardless of the different perspectives the researchers looked into the issue.

A research (Shedlosky-Shoemaker et al., 2011) examines how peer reviews and ratings

affect audiences’ enjoyment of a narrative. The authors found that there is a significant
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relationship between other people’s opinions and what the audiences think of a certain
narrative material. This correlation between collective opinion and individual enjoyment
highlights the psychological mechanisms that guide audience reception in the digital age.
Their work “suggests that participants who review peer evaluations about a narrative
entertainment experience, such as a short story, may approach the stimulus with certain
expectations, which will guide their attention to elements of the narrative that confirm the
initial evaluations” (Shedlosky-Shoemaker et al., 2011, p.112). This result is directly
correlated with one of the theoretical backgrounds of this study. The study is partially
supporting Goffman’s (1959) theory in The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life, that is,
“one finds that the performer can be fully taken in by his own act; he can be sincerely
convinced that the impression of reality which he stages is the real reality” (Goffman,
1959, p.17). In a sense, the act of consuming media becomes performative as the viewers
adopt and embrace the collective opinions of their social circles. As the audiences are
influenced by the peer reviews, such as how they tend to like the films that people talk
positively of, for instance, directly relates to the idea of being taken by one’s own act and
not knowing whether one is performing or not. Other people’s thoughts and opinions
regarding a certain narrative material can highly affect our understanding and experience
of that narrative, and we might not be sure about whether we actually think the same as
the others or not. This ambiguity creates a blurred line between authentic and socially
influenced reactions, which is a crucial point to understand audience reception and user

psychology in general.

Another research in this area (Waddell & Sundar, 2017) found that social media
commentary will affect program enjoyment, and the effects of social media comments on

enjoyment depend on the individual’s processing style, depending on whether it is
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heuristic or systematic processing. While heuristic processing is how people decide
instantaneously based on the information received at that moment, systematic processing
refers to a more articulated style of thinking and evaluating, which includes comparison
and effort. These two pathways show how viewers’ media engagement can be either
surface-level or deeply analytical, depending on the viewers’ approach. The researchers
suggest that this type of evaluation was deterministic, and this finding indeed offers a new
perspective into the scope of this thesis. The study of Méller et al. (2021) added another
layer to these findings and revealed that it was significant when the viewer received the
social information. The researchers discovered that the effects on the viewer changed
depending on whether they were exposed to other people’s comments “before” or “after”
the viewing experience (Moller et al., 2021, p.25). When the social information was
provided before the viewing experience, “a processing effect” rose to the occasion. In the
case of viewers being exposed to the social comments after the viewing experience, “a
judgment effect” occurred. The term “processing effect” stands for how others’ comments
create a level of expectation about the content (Moller et al., 2021, p.27). Moller’s study
brought another new perspective to the field by testing if there is a difference between
participants’ exposure to positive and negative information. This research shed light on
how deeply social information can affect the viewing experience. They discovered that
viewers who received positive information enjoyed the content they viewed more than
those who received negative social information (p.42). Eventually, it was once again
proven how much it matters to know what others think about content for an individual to

construct a final opinion regarding the material.

Similar research revealed that “...peer comments by strangers exert an influence that alters

the emotional reactions toward video material” (Krdamer et al., 2019, p.355). They also
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found it essential to highlight the role of social identification (Kramer et al., 2019, p.355),
which is a valuable point to bring forward since most of the research in this field is
inevitably connected to this concept. Regarding the social identification factor, the study
explored that the comments of others on a certain video material were only impactful
when the comments were in alignment with the viewer’s own thoughts about the content
(p.354). It showed that people wanted to see their opinions agreed with and supported.
This alignment asserts the comfort of shared taste, making media consumption a
communal rather than an individual-based activity. Winter et al. (2018) also conducted
another research to understand how social TV works for audiences in the digital age.
Their study aimed to examine the effects of social TV interactions and peer comments on
the viewers (p.33). They found that the influence of others’ opinions was apparent in the
viewers’ private and public opinions (p.33). What the participants think about certain
audiovisual material was highly affected and shaped by others’ thoughts and opinions
(p.35). This external influence challenges the notion of personal media preferences being

solely self-established.

Researchers have predicted several motivations for engaging in co-viewing activities
(Cohen & Lancaster, 2014), such as emotional contagion and the need to belong.
However, the findings suggested that emotional contagion was not a predicting factor in
social media co-viewing or any sort of participatory behavior through social media
(p.516). They found that the element of emotional contagion was present in an organic
way on face-to-face occasions (p.516). People’s need to belong, on the other hand, was an
important motivator for co-viewing, considering how they tend to use social media during
a watching experience (p.516). This need to belong asserts a collective desire to seek
validation and align with the opinions of others. To sum up, it has been found that social

media co-viewing can offer plenty of opportunities for social interaction for people who
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watch TV alone in person (Cohen & Lancaster, 2014, p.512). Although the purpose of this
study was more concerned with television co-viewing, | believe that the findings about the
motivations of people for TV co-viewing, such as emotional contagion and the need to

belong, are highly likely to be the same driving forces behind people’s use of Letterboxd.

A research on the consumption habits of movies (Horvath & Gyenge, 2015) finds a link
between the consumer behavior and group dynamics. “The need to identify with a group
may have an influence similar to the classical choices of products or brands in the case of
choosing a certain movie to watch as well” (2015, p.45). This suggests that people’s
media consumption, such as movie selection in this case, can be driven by their desire to
fitin in with a certain group, in the same way that people choose brands or products to
align with group norms. Although not directly related to the concerns of this study,
Horvath and Gyenge’s work highlights the importance of the need to identify in a group

setting where the group members choose which movie to watch.

Depending on whether they watch a movie alone or with acquaintances,
entirely different factors may predominate in the choices of the
consumers: while they might prefer a certain genre and type of movie
with a given group, they might prefer something completely different at
home, alone (Horvath & Gyenge, 2015, p.45).

Their research aligns with the overarching theory of this thesis, Goffman’s (1959) The
Presentation of Self in Everyday Life. The authors of the study, possibly without realizing,
refer to the concepts of front stage and back stage concepts Goffman came up with.
Despite the fact that these authors try to understand the motivations behind movie
consumption and how people choose what to watch, their point regarding the group
dynamics supports this thesis’ point of view. While further describing this phenomenon,

they state: “Typical examples of this phenomenon could be the movies that are commonly
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referred to (mostly in the American slang) as “guilty pleasures” that might not be
considered favorable in public by anyone even if they have seen them numerous times”
(Horvath & Gyenge, 2015, p.45). This suggests that individuals often conceal certain
preferences of opinions to conform to social expectations. The idea of a “guilty pleasure”
reflects the tension between public and private tastes, where individuals may enjoy
content privately but avoid expressing their enjoyment publicly due to the fear of social
judgment. People care about what other people will think of their tastes and opinions, and
thus, this often leads to a performance in front of their audiences. In the case for
Letterboxd users, these audiences are the cinephile communities, or the Letterboxd

community in general.

b1

Another essential element for understanding user psychology is the individuals’ “need for
cognition.” Though unrelated to any kind of viewing experience, another study (Lee &
Jang, 2010) in the media psychology field investigated readers’ reactions toward news on
the internet and how these reactions affected individuals’ understanding of public opinion
(Lee & Jang, 2010, p.825). Their research found that other people’s opinions strongly
impacted how some people perceived the news on the internet (p.841). The study used the
element of need for cognition as a moderator while analyzing the data. The term “need for
cognition” stands for the need of individuals to rationalize and use their own cognition to
engage in mental activities. Depending on the individual, the need for cognition can be
classified as low or high, meaning that the amount of engagement varies from one person
to another. While low NFC shows itself as the tendency to be more affected by personal
biases and rely on stereotypes to conclude judgment, high NFC means the exact opposite.
The results of the study proved the significance of the “need for cognition” by handling

this issue from a more complex and psychological perspective. This shows that people’s

levels of cognitive engagement influence how they process media content. Like emotional
33



contagion and the need to belong, the need for cognition is another element that needs to
be considered in media psychology, specifically user psychology. In the light of given

literature, the following sub-research question has emerged:

RQ2a: To what extent is the impact of other users’ opinions on Letterboxd users are

correlated with their need to belong to a cinephile community?

2.5. The Transformation of Cinephilia in the Digital Age

Cinephilia, even to this day, is debated in terms of whether it is dead or transformed and
gained a new definition in the digital age. “New and emerging technologies inform much
of the current thinking about cinema, not only those technologies of exhibition and film
form, but also those related to wider communication practices” (Llinares & Arnold, 2015,
p.6). While several different definitions exist for the concept, such as “a particular way of
loving movies: eclectic, voracious, (...) a form of addiction that hoped never to be sated”
(Morrison, 2005, p.394), Campbell (2009) establishes that there is a certain difference
between being a “cinephile” and being a “consumer.” He believes that in the age of mass
production, it is crucial to be able to separate the “mass-cult product” that is trying to be
sold to us and the work that carries an artistic value. “If we do not use our heads,
employing “scrupulous erudition,” we are not being cinephiles but rather just buyers. In
this case we could truly be said to deserve a squandered life in front of screens”
(Campbell, 2009, p.211). While ideas like Campbell’s represent a certain standpoint and
criticism regarding cinephilia, there is a train of thought that stands on the opposite side of
this debate, and it claims that these “mass-cult products” can also be included in
cinephilia, that they do not need to be excluded from cinephilia necessarily. Gerald Mast

(1974) proposes, for instance, that the “cinematic” is not a necessity and that the strength
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of the product’s impact on the audience is what matters. He criticizes the common way of
thinking among scholars and critics, “If illegitimate cinema can be good cinema, its
legitimacy and all the reasons for it are irrelevant. The commonsensical position is that
good films must be examples of good cinema, and good cinema must necessarily be

9999

“cinematic™” (Mast, 1974, p.377). He exemplifies the importance of the audience factor
based on the case of The Cabinet of Doctor Caligari and highlights how the film has
managed to captivate audiences over decades despite the heavy criticisms it received due
to its stylistic aspects (Mast, 1974, p.377). He establishes that the impact of the film is
more vital compared to its “cinematic” quality (Mast, 1974, p.377). Putting the audience

in the center of cinema and cinephilia, Mast’s perspective also applies to what cinephilia

stands for in the digital age.

Susan Sontag, back in 1996, claimed that cinema was a decadent art, and so cinephilia
was inevitably doomed to death, too (Sontag, 1996, p.1). When it was first born, the main
ritual of cinephilia was inherently going to the movie theaters to experience films. “The
1960’s and early 1970’s was the feverish age of movie-going, with the full-time cinephile
always hoping to find a seat as close as possible to the big screen, ideally the third row
center” (Sontag, 1996, p.1). With the arrival of television, followed by VCRs and DVDs,
the ultimate viewing experience has started to shift since it was no longer necessary to see
movies in theaters. “All in all, (...) contemporary forms of cinephilia are quite different
from the “historical” or classical cinephilia associated with the theater, as well as from the
modern cinephilia born with the emergence of television” (Jullier & Leveratto, 2012,
p.144). Movies started to be accessible to watch at home, and this was when the idea of
“watching films” turned into “consuming films,” as they were now tangible items that
people could possess copies of. They have become a part of and adapted to the

consumerist society. While some authors like Sontag think that this shift was the end for
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cinema and cinephilia (Sontag, 1996, p.1), people on the other side of this thought
spectrum thought that this shift had strengthened the love of cinema for people. De Valck

(2010) suggests:

The position that cinema is not dead, then, and in fact is far from dying, is
not only backed up by numerous examples of a flourishing art form, but
also with the observation that film lovers still invest considerable time
and effort in watching and discussing great films (...) watching DVDs at
home, and participating in film communities on the internet (p.134).

The technological changes have “not only radically transformed film production, but also
brought about profound alterations for individual and collective engagement with the
cinema” (Hagener, 2016, p.182). Vidal (2017) suggests that this transition “to this
domesticated “new cinephilia” created new rituals and forms of compulsive love” (p.406).
Such a transition did not necessarily need to be a signifier of death for cinephilia. It could
also mean the emergence of an elevated and transformed kind of love towards cinema in
the age of post-cinema. “Cinema as an institution and an experience seems to have lost
pride of place in the social imaginary (...), but its resilience as an object of love has
deepened with its imbrication with other media, notably television and the digital” (Vidal,

2017, p.406).

Besides the viewing traditions, another vital practice of cinephilia is considered to be film
criticism. Discussing and arguing about cinema, film theory, and films in general, have
been some of the most important elements that give meaning to cinephilia. Starting from
the day cinema was born, film criticism was an important value and tradition that made
cinema transfer to future generations. It is an important nourishment for cinema to grow
and stay relevant to this age. However, in the age of post-cinema, “the proliferation of

amateur cinephiliac writing on the Web especially can be seen as oil on the fire lit by

36



those criticizing serious criticism as elitist and contemptuous of mass culture” (De Valck,
2010, p.135). With the digitalization of cinema and increasing accessibility of cinematic
products, the place of film criticism as a profession has started to shatter over time. “What
the web has accelerated is the numbers of amateur film critics and the mid-twentieth-
century narrative against amateurism in favour of professional, paid expertise”
(McWhirter, 2016, p.128). The emergence of digital film platforms that offer the chance
to write film reviews online opened a door for every cinema-lover to engage in film
criticism, and thus, a valid question arose: “...where is the value for money in paying
professional film critics when plenty of reviews, discussion groups, and blogs are already
available online?” (De Valck, 2010, p.135). While this question is still highly relevant to
this day, the answer to this question, either way, does not denote that the cinephilia has

lost its meaning or practice in the digital age.

The cinephilia of the present moment is no less passionate and anxious
than historical versions of cinephilia. Even a cursory excursion into some
of the online forums for cinephilia, including the Facebook group
Confessions of a Cinephile, demonstrates the sometimes protectively
pugnacious quality of self-professed cinephiles (and cine-haters) (Keller,
2020, p.86).

In the light of the given literature, the following sub-research question has emerged:

RQ2b: How does Letterboxd contribute to the transformation of cinephilia in the digital

age?
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CHAPTER 111

METHODOLOGY

3.1. Introduction

This study uses qualitative and quantitative research methodologies to investigate
how Letterboxd has altered the film-watching experience and the influence that
social circles can have on people's thoughts and perceptions of films. The main
purpose of using the chosen research methodology is to grasp an in-depth
understanding of how Letterboxd users feel and think about their own actions and
habits regarding film consumption and to detect if there is any visible change that
Letterboxd has brought into the film-watching experience for the users of the
platform. This thesis aims to illuminate how young Letterboxd users watch films
differently in the digital age and how the use of Letterboxd can cause this significant
change in people’s behavior. This chapter aims to describe how this research is

conducted in a detailed way.
3.2. Design

A survey experiment that consisted of 22 questions in total, 7 open-ended, 15 in
Likert scale format, was designed. While the first 7 questions were asked to test the
eligibility of the participants and reach the intended focus group, the Likert scale
questions were designed to serve the purpose of this study, which is understanding

Letterboxd users’ engagement with the platform.
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A total of 303 participants’ data was analyzed. The age average of the participants was
20.9 (see Table 1). 54.7 percent of the participants (166 participants) identified as women,
37.6 percent (114 participants) as men, 3.96 percent (12 participants) as non-binary, 0.33
percent as transgender (1 participant), 0.66 percent (2 participants) as other, and 2.64
percent (8 participants) preferred not to answer (see Table 2). 98.3 percent of the
participants were students at universities located in Turkey, whereas 1.7 percent of the

participants were students at different universities in Canada, Germany, and Hungary.

Table 1. Gender Statistics

Gender Number of Participants
Woman 166
Man 114
Non-binary 12
Transgender 1
Prefer not to say 8
Other 2
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Table 2. Age Statistics

Age Number of Participants
18 15
19 55
20 78
21 48
22 48
23 31
24 15
25 13

The 7 open-ended questions at the beginning of the survey aimed to detect the
participants’ age, gender, education status, the time period of their use of Letterboxd, and
what they use the Letterboxd platform for. Participants were asked to state their level of
relatability to the following 15 Likert scale questions through numbers, 1 indicating

“Strongly Disagree,” and 5 indicating “Strongly Agree.”
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Table 3. Survey Statements for Changing Viewing Practices

“I feel that the way I watch films has changed Turgut (2024)
since I have started using Letterboxd.”

“I think about how I will rate a film as [ am Data-driven Insights
watching the film.”

“I think about what review I will write for a Data-driven Insights
film as I am watching the film.”

“If I hadn’t used Letterboxd, I doubt I would Turgut (2024)
have watched as many films as I do today.”

“I find myself watching films just for the sake Turgut (2024)
of logging them on my Letterboxd diary.”

Table 4. Survey Statements for the Influence of Others” Opinions

“I feel the impact of other users’ ratings Turgut (2024)
while rating a film”

“I feel that I am not being completely Turgut (2024)
honest while rating a film”

“I think about what other users will think Turgut (2024)
about me after seeing a rating/review |
gave/wrote for a film”
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“I find myself needing to belong to a certain Data-driven Insights
cinephile community while using
Letterboxd.”

Table 5. Survey Statements for the Transformation of Cinephilia in the Digital Age

“I feel that I will be judged by other users Turgut (2024)
because of a rating/review | give/write for
a film.”

“I judge or criticize other users on Turgut (2024)
Letterboxd based on their favorite films
section,”

“I judge or criticize other users on Turgut (2024)
Letterboxd based on their opinions on a
certain film,”

“I find myself competing with certain Turgut (2024)
users in terms of how many films I’ve
watched compared to them,”

“After I’ve watched a film, I read about Turgut (2024)
what other users on the platform wrote
about that film,”

“I think that Letterboxd offers a variety of Turgut (2024)
perspectives regarding people’s reviews
and criticisms about films.”

3.3 Survey Question Development

The survey questions used in this research were adapted from Onur Turgut’s research, The
Relationship Between Film Discovery Networks and Viewing Experience: The Example of
Letterboxd (2024), as well as from data-driven insights from social media platforms, such

as Twitter (now called X) and TikTok, where user-generated content on Letterboxd users’
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change of viewing practices is a topic of discussion. Turgut’s research examined film
discovery networks with a specific focus on Letterboxd and how the platform impacted
the viewing dynamics of Letterboxd users in the digital age. The interview questions of
Turgut’s study (2024) and the answers the interviewees have provided were adapted to the
context of this study on Letterboxd user behavior. Below is a detailed explanation of the
adaptation process for each statement, both from Turgut’s research (2024) and user-

generated social media content.

Statement 1: “I feel that the way I watch films has changed since | started using

Letterboxd.”

This statement was adapted from the first research question of Turgut’s study (2024),
which is: “How does Letterboxd influence users' preferences and how does it change their
viewing habits?”” In the context of this thesis, the question was adjusted into a statement
for the participants to rate on a scale from 1 to 5. The goal was to reach a general

understanding of users’ self-observations in terms of their viewing habits.

Statements 2 and 3: “I think about how I will rate a film as I am watching the film,”

and “I think about what review I will write about a film as I am watching the film.”

These statements were informed by observations made on Twitter (now called X) and
TikTok, where a significant number of users expressed similar self-observations of a
change of habits they exhibit during a viewing practice. A public account on Twitter (now
called X) wrote: “We finish the movie, | immediately open Letterboxd and write a review,
it’s a very critical moment.” (Figure 5) A public TikTok account posted a TikTok with the
caption “youre trying to watch a movie without thinking about what ur one line letterboxd

review is gonna be.” (Figure 6) Another public account on Twitter (now called X) wrote:
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“I always open Letterboxd in the middle of a film, log the film and write a review before I
even see the end of it, I can’t help it.” (Figure 7) These social media posts were an
inspiration for these two statements of this study to be included in the set of questions.
Although all of these expressions were related to the review option on Letterboxd, |

wanted to explore if the same case applies to the rating option on the platform as well.

Figure 5. A Screenshot of a Tweet on Twitter (now called X)

K
filmi bitirdik hemen letterboxd hesabima giriyorum yorum yapiyorum cok
kritik

Translate post

Figure 6. A Screenshot of a TikTok Post on TikTok

POV: youre trying to watch a
movie without thinking about
What ur one line letterboxd

. review is gonna be

it's a struggle #fyp #filmtok
#letterboxd #movies #a24 #j... more
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Figure 7. A Screenshot of a Tweet on Twitter (now called X)

W co——
Her seferinde dayanamayip filmin ortasinda letterboxd'i acip logluyorum

daha sonunu gérmeden yorum yapiorum
Translate post

Statements 4, 5, and 13: “If I hadn’t used Letterboxd, I doubt I would have watched
as many movies as I do today,” “I find myself watching films just for the sake of
logging them on my Letterboxd diary,” and “I find myself competing with certain

users in terms of how many films I’ve watched compared to them.”

These statements were adapted from an interview question in Turgut’s study (2024) and
the answers that were provided for the interview question. “The participants were asked
whether Letterboxd prompted them to binge-watch, and then, based on their responses,
whether the platform made them feel left behind” (Turgut, 2024, p.268). One of the
participant’s response was: “I mean, how can I put it, there is always a desire to increase
the numbers. (...) You know, the concern of in how long I can reach 10,000 [movies]
started for me after this, after I opened [an account on] Letterboxd” (Turgut, 2024, p.268).
Another participant asserted that they felt the need to show others how many films they
have watched so far. “I was obsessed for a couple of months and I competed with myself.
(...) You want to show something, you have to show your relationship with cinema on

Letterboxd” (Turgut, 2024, p.268).

Besides the participants’ responses in Turgut’s study (2024), data-driven insights from
social media were also an influence on the emergence of these statements. There were two
public TikTok posts that talked about Letterboxd being a motivation for people to watch

more films, and how they like the gratification they get from rating films on the platform.
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A public TikTok account posted a TikTok with the caption “sometimes I wonder if
letterboxd has improved the movie watching experience or damaged it. do | even like
watching movies anymore? or do | just like the gratification of clicking a certain amount
of stars and writing a silly one sentence pun as my review for a film | may never have

watched if I couldnt show the world that I’ve seen it” (Figure 8)
Figure 8. A Screenshot of a TikTok Post on TikTok

sometimes | wonder if
letterboxd has improved
the movie watching
experience or damaged it.
do | even like watching
movies anymore? ordo | @
just like the gratification

of clicking a certain
amount of stars and

writing a silly one
sentence pun as my
review for a film | may
never have watched if |
couldnt show the world
- that I've seen it

what was life like before letterboxd i
cant remember #fyp #letterb... more

Another public account on TikTok posted a TikTok with the caption “my letterboxd
trying to force me to watch more movies” (Figure 9). In the context of this thesis, Turgut’s
interview question, the answers to that question and these social media posts were an
inspiration for these two statements of this study, 4 and 5, to be included in the set of

questions.
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Figure 9. A Screenshot of a TikTok Post on TikTok

my letterboxditnyingitelferce

me to'\watch moreImeVies:

We gotta You lie. No.gy #

. Use ‘mﬁé/\(

going msane if | M Waba&xst

Ronemovie per dayey moreﬁ’ [2Y

Statement 6: “I feel the impact of other users’ ratings while rating a film.”

This statement was adapted from an interview question in Turgut’s study (2024), where
“the participants were asked about the impact of comments and evaluations of other users
on Letterboxd on them” (Turgut, 2024, p.271). In the context of this thesis, this interview
question was adjusted into a statement for the participants to rate on a Likert scale, and
one of the participants’ answer to this question led me to come up with another survey

question, which is explained below.
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Statement 7: “I feel that I am not being completely honest while rating a film.”

This statement was adapted from a participant’s answer to an interview question in
Turgut’s study (2024). This participant was asked about the impact of comments and
evaluations of other users on Letterboxd on them, and the answer they provided was “I
don’t like to read the comments first, because I think they might change my own
interpretation. I might be influenced by them” (Turgut, 2024, p.271). This answer was an
important self-reflection for Turgut’s study as the comment offers a different perspective
from other participants. | found this result important to adapt and include into my set of
questions, since | wanted to see if the participants of my study would feel such an
influence of others’ thoughts, which could lead them to rate the films they watch in a

dishonest manner.

Statements 8, 10, 11, and 12: “I think about what other users will think about me
after seeing a rating/review I gave/wrote for a film,” “I feel that I will be judged by
other users because of a rating/review I give/write for a film,” “I judge or criticize
other users on Letterboxd based on their favorite films section,” and “I judge or

criticize other users on Letterboxd based on their opinions on a certain film.”

These statements were adapted from several participants’ statements during the interviews
in Turgut’s study (2024). One of the interviewees stated: “I hesitate a little bit when I
write reviews on Letterboxd (...) Because after all, there are people you follow there too,
who see your reviews, who know you. I feel like they would say: “Oh, they watched this
film and this is what they understood?” Again, I feel this kind of a social media-like
pressure” (Turgut, 2024, p.267). This response led me to write the statements 8 and 10, as
| wanted to see if one could make a generalization about Letterboxd users actually

embodying this kind of a worry about how they will be perceived by other users.
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Another participant stated: “I discriminate against people badly, based on their Letterboxd
profiles. If you’ve seen a quality movie and there are a lot of quality movies on your
profile, that person is a little bit more prominent for me and | feel a little bit smaller next
to them.” I found this response important for the formation of this thesis as the participant
makes a self-commentary and indicates that even though they feel insecure when
compared to some other users, they discriminate against other users, too. This two-way
explanation led me to come up with the statements from a two-sided point of view. I
wanted to find out whether Letterboxd users worry about what others may think about
them based on their taste in film, and if they do, | wanted to see if they judge or criticize

other people based on their tastes as well.

Statement 9: “I find myself needing to belong to a certain cinephile community while

using Letterboxd.”

This statement emerged based on data-driven insights made on Twitter (now called X),
where some Letterboxd users expressed their idea of being a cinephile, and their efforts to
be able to get into the cinephile community. A public account on Twitter (now called X)
wrote: “I started this cinephilia thing too late, people watched 3000 movies at my age. It’s

like gymnastics, if you don't start at an early age, you'll never progress” (Figure 10).
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Figure 10. A Screenshot of a Tweet on Twitter (now called X)
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I

su sinefillik isine cok gec basladim millet benim yasimda 3k film izlemis
jimnastik gibi erken yasta baslamazsan asla yol alamiyorsun

Translate post

12:36 AM - Aug 2, 2024 - 649K Views

Another public Twitter account wrote: “I'll open a movie on MUBI, and after the
movie is over, I'll read the reviews on Letterboxd to understand the movie. It's hard

trying to be a cinephile, girls” (Figure 11).

Figure 11. A Screenshot of a Tweet on Twitter (now called X)

9 alper
€

mubiden bi film acayim bittikten sonra filmi anlamak icin letterboxd dan
yorumlari okuyayim sinefil olmaya calismak cok zor kizlar

Translate post

112 AM - Apr 9, 2023 - 1,334 Views

Another public account on Twitter wrote: “I used to watch 4 movies a day, now [ watch
10 hours of YouTube a day. I don't know why, | stopped watching movies, | can't be a

cinephile, bye. I will write an apology letter to my Letterboxd mutuals” (Figure 12).
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Figure 12. A Screenshot of a Tweet on Twitter (now called X)
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9:37 PM - Jul 29, 2024 - 456 Views

These social media posts were an inspiration for this statement of this study to be
included in the set of questions. Although all of these expressions were written in a
witty tone, | thought it was still a significant topic to explore, as | find it important to
understand if there is a certain pressure of cinephilia on Letterboxd users, and

whether being a cinephile actually matters to people who use Letterboxd.

Statements 14 and 15: “After I’ve watched a film, | read about what other users
on the platform wrote about that film,” and “I think that Letterboxd offers a

variety of perspectives regarding people’s reviews and criticisms about films.”

These statements were adapted from two interview questions in Turgut’s study
(2024), which are, “How effective do you think using Letterboxd is for discovering
new films?” and “While reviewing films using Letterboxd, do you find it helpful to
read other users’ reviews?” In the context of this thesis, these two interview
questions were adjusted into two statements for the participants to rate on a Likert
scale. The reason why | wanted these two statements to be included in the set of
statements was because | wanted to understand if Letterboxd helps the channeling of

cinephilia in the digital age as an online platform, and if Letterboxd users think the
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platform offers an abundance of perspectives that is sufficient to sustain the cinephile

tradition in today’s world.

3.4. Use of Surveys for Media Psychology Research

In this study, the chosen research methodology had to be one that could convey the
participants’ feelings, thoughts, and attitudes in the most accurate way possible.
There were several research methods that can be used in media psychology research.
Since this thesis aims to explore the user psychology of Letterboxd users, it was
important that the chosen type of method was able to offer the participants several
options regarding how they feel about a given statement in the survey. DeVellis
(2017) writes about several types of scales and response formats, including Likert

scale, semantic differential, visual analog, and such.

Likert scaling is widely used in instruments measuring opinions, beliefs,
and attitudes. It is often useful for these statements to be fairly (though
not extremely) strong when used in a Likert format. Presumably, the
moderation of opinion is expressed in the choice of response option.
(DeVellis, 2017, p.121)

Besides DeVellis, McGrath (1995) also writes about research methods in the fields of

behavioral and social sciences. He states:

...self-report measures (questionnaires, interviews, rating scales, and the
like) are a direct way, and sometimes the only apparent way, to get
evidence about certain kinds of variables that are worthy of study:
attitudes, feelings, memories, perceptions, anticipations, goals, values,
and the like. (McGrath, 1995, p.154)

This study aims to grasp exactly what self-report measures, specifically the Likert
scale, offer to researchers. As for the beginning of the survey, in order to be able to
measure the participants’ eligibility, they were asked their age, gender —to see if the

gender element was a determinant in this study— their education level and the
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university they were enrolled in. After these basic information questions, they were
asked 2 open-ended questions related to their use of the platform. Afterward, with the
use of the Likert scale in the survey of this study, the participants were given 15
statements that began with phrases such as “I feel,” “I think,” and “I believe.” Below
these statements, they were given a 5-point scale: (1) strongly disagree, (2) disagree,
(3) neither agree nor disagree, (4) agree, and (5) strongly agree. The range in the scale
was sufficiently varied for the participants to express the intensity of their thoughts on

a specific statement.

3.5. Data Collection and Survey Sample

Hinkin (1995) highlights the importance of the sample-choosing process. He states
“...the sample chosen, which should be representative of the population that the
researcher will be studying in the future and to which results will be generalized”
(Hinkin, 1995, p. 971). The participants for this study were between the ages 18 and
25, and they were either undergraduate or graduate students from several different
universities in Turkey and outside of Turkey who used Letterboxd actively for at
least 1 year. “...in designing a study to examine the psychometric properties of a new
measure it should be made clear why a specific sample was chosen” (Hinkin 1995, p.
974). The reason why this specific criterion about this study’s sample is set in the
first place was firstly because my main concern is the young users. | believe that the
changes in their ways of film consumption and the process of them being
opinionated in terms of cinema are more significant than any other age group since
they have a higher chance to transfer this new understanding of cinephilia to the
upcoming generations. The reason why | wanted them to use Letterboxd for at least
one year is explicitly that | wanted to eliminate the new users who did not spend

enough time on the platform to develop new watching habits and motives and a new
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understanding of spectatorship.

To analyze the changes in users’ viewing practices based on the length of time they
have been using the platform, I chose to employ a cross-tab analysis method. This
approach allowed for the comparison of variables, being the number of years users
have been active on the platform, and the changes they observe in their film
consumption habits. The cross-tab analysis was conducted using Excel’s Pivot Table
function, which enabled me to see the potential correlation between these variables
by displaying the frequencies in a structured table format. The use of this method
provided insights regarding the users who have longer engagement with Letterboxd

demonstrate different behavioral patterns compared to newer users.

The chosen research design does not require the publicity of participants’ identities.
In the framework of this study, the participants have given consent for the collection
of their answers as they are the necessary data for this study. The participants are
anonymous, and therefore, their personal data will not be shared with anyone. The
consent forms confirm their consent for the researcher to access the data they have
provided. There were no ethical, physical, or psychological hazards found in the
survey, and it was accepted by The Ethics Committee of Bilkent University on the
7th of May, 2024 (see Appendix A). The consent forms ensure that the participants’
personal data was only collected with their consent, and the privacy of the
information they provided was guaranteed. The surveys were conducted online and
were sent to participants through Bilkent University’s BAIS (Bilkent Administrative
Information System) email system shared with all currently enrolled students and
through Instagram and Twitter, reshared and retweeted through these platforms, and

thus, reached the students from other universities as well, between the dates of 20th
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and 30th of May, 2024 (see Appendix B).

The informed consent at the beginning of the survey noted that the participants must be
between the ages of 18 and 25 and that if they were students at Bilkent University, they
should not be currently taking a course from Assoc. Prof. Emel Ozdora. They were
informed that the study was on a voluntary basis and that they could withdraw from the
study without facing any consequences. Undergraduate students who attended Bilkent
University and were eligible for taking course credit were informed at the beginning of the
survey that they should enter their Bilkent University Student ID number in order to

receive course credit.

The survey reached 520 participants through Bilkent University’s BAIS (Bilkent
Administrative Information System) and social media platforms. 217 participants
were eliminated from the study due to several reasons such as their age being over 25,
use of Letterboxd being shorter than the predetermined 1-year time period, not using
Letterboxd at all, and only participating in the study for course credit purposes. 303

participants were left after the data-cleaning process.
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CHAPTER IV

FINDINGS

4.1. Changing Viewing Experience and Motivations of Letterboxd Users

The first research question of this study asked: How does the use of Letterboxd shape the
viewing experience and motivations of its users? To address this question on a further
level, the study proposed two sub-research questions: First, How is the viewing experience
of Letterboxd users affected by the use of the platform? Second, How are the viewing
motivations of Letterboxd users affected by the structure of the platform? To come up
with answers to these questions, the participants were provided with five different
statements to rate according to the Likert scale, which are respectively “I feel that the way
I watch films has changed since | started using Letterboxd,” “I think about how I will rate
a film as [ am watching the film,” “I think about what review I will write for a film as I
am watching the film,” “If [ hadn’t used Letterboxd, I doubt I would have watched as
many movies as | do today,” and “I find myself watching films just for the sake of logging

them on my Letterboxd diary.”

The analysis of the first statement provided, “I feel that the way I watch films has
changed since I started using Letterboxd,” suggested that 45.6 percent of Letterboxd
users felt that the way they watch films has changed since they started using
Letterboxd. In addition, 25.1 percent of the participants felt that the way they watch
films has not been affected by their use of Letterboxd, while another 29.4 percent of
the participants were neutral regarding this subject. This result asserts that most of the
participants seem to experience moderate to strong changes in their film-watching
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habits, with the majority responding to the scale at levels of 3 and 4. As the analysis
established that most of the Letterboxd users do feel a change in their viewing
experience and connect this shift with their use of the platform, this suggests that
Letterboxd does play a role in users' watching practices, though it establishes more of

a general shift, as the statement does not refer to a specific change.

The cross-tabulation analysis suggested that the longer users engage with the

platform, the more moderate their responses become. This implies that while the
Letterboxd users who are newer to the platform feel a stronger impact, long-term
users may have already adapted their habits in time, and thus, they observe fewer

changes over time.

Figure 13. Cross-Tabulation Analysis: “I feel that the way I watch films has changed

since I started using Letterboxd.”
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The results of the second statement, “I think about how I will rate a film as I am watching
the film,” established that 50.8 percent of Letterboxd users think about how they will rate

a film during the viewing experience. 34.7 percent of the participants did not develop this
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habit as Letterboxd users, and they disagreed with the statement. 14.5 percent of the users
were neutral regarding this subject. This suggests that Letterboxd has clearly shaped the
watching practices of its users, adding a new layer of thought to their viewing experience.
This proves that the audiences who use Letterboxd watch films from a different mental
state in the digital age, which damages the ultimate narrative entertainment experience.
This result establishes that rating films on Letterboxd is a true concern for the users,

which offers a new aspect in the field of spectatorship and/or audience studies.

The cross-tabulation analysis indicates that the Letterboxd users who are new to the
platform are most likely to think about how they will rate a film during viewing, as
indicated by strong agreement. As users spend more time on Letterboxd, moderate
agreement seems to be a more common response, according to the data of the 3-4 year
range showing the highest level of moderate engagement. The users who have 5 and more
years of usage of the platform provided more mixed responses, but the chart shows that
some long-term users still think about how they will rate a film during the viewing

experience, though this behavior shows itself on a lesser degree compared to newer users.
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Figure 14. Cross-Tabulation Analysis: “I think about how I will rate a film as I am

watching the film.”
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The analysis of the third statement, “I think about what review I will write about a film as
| am watching the film,” revealed that more than half of Letterboxd users (51.1 percent)
do not think about the review they are going to write for a film during the viewing
experience, whereas 32.3 percent of the participants asserted that they developed this habit
as Letterboxd users. 16.5 percent of the participants were neutral regarding this subject.
Although not a majority, a significant number of Letterboxd users (32.3 percent) indicated
that they do think about what review to write for the film during the act of watching. This
suggests that even though the majority of Letterboxd users do not think about what review
they will write for the film during the viewing experience, this is not an irrelevant habit
development as 32.3 percent of the users do feel this way. This result establishes that there
is an apparent change in the way Letterboxd users watch films, though most of them care
more about the star-rating system compared to the review system. Ultimately, the users do

observe the development of new watching habits, but these habits display themselves
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through different features of the platform, depending on the user’s preference.

The cross-tabulation analysis establishes that the Letterboxd users who are new to the
platform (1-3 years) are more likely to disagree with the idea of thinking about what
review they will write for a film during the watching experience. The users who have been
active on the platform longer (3-5 years) provided more varied responses, with a higher
percentage leaning towards agreement. The analysis indicates that newer users are less
likely to think about what review they will write during a viewing experience, while the
users with more experience on Letterboxd tend to think about that more, but the opinions

are still varied and do not indicate a strongly dominant level of agreement.

Figure 15. Cross-Tabulation Analysis: “I think about what review I will write about a

film as [ am watching the film.”
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The analysis of the fourth statement, “If [ hadn’t used Letterboxd, I doubt | would have
watched as many films as I do today,” revealed that 50.5 percent of Letterboxd users think

that Letterboxd is not a motivation for them to watch more films, while 33.7 percent of the

60



participants stated that they would not have watched as many films as they do today if
they hadn’t used Letterboxd. 15.8 percent of the participants were neutral regarding this
subject. This suggests that Letterboxd users watch films because they want to, not because
they feel the need of proving themselves to other users on the platform. They do not relate
to a feeling of competition on Letterboxd. However, the statement is still not totally
irrelevant, as 33.7 percent of the users indicated that they would not watch so many films
if it were not for their use of Letterboxd. Ultimately, Letterboxd is not a source of
motivation for its users to watch more films, but there is still a minority that thinks of

Letterboxd as a motivation to engage more in viewing activities.

The cross-tabulation analysis indicates that the Letterboxd users who are new to the
platform do not think that Letterboxd is a motivation for them to watch more films. As
users spend more time on Letterboxd, moderate agreement on this subject seems to be a
more common response, according to the data of the 4-5 year range showing the highest
level of moderate engagement. The users who have 5 and more years of usage of the
platform, however, believe that the reason they watch this many films is related to their
use of the platform. Ultimately, this mindset is more relevant to users who have been

engaged with Letterboxd for a longer period of time, compared to the newer users.
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Figure 16. Cross-Tabulation Analysis: “If I hadn’t used Letterboxd, I doubt I would have

watched as many films as | do today.”
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For the fifth statement, “I find myself watching films just for the sake of logging them on
my Letterboxd diary,” and the last statement that is meant to help this study to answer the
first research question in general, 70 percent of the participants stated that they do not
watch films for the sake of logging them on their Letterboxd diaries. 15.9 percent of the
users asserted that they do, and 14.2 percent of the users were neutral regarding this
subject. The analysis established that a great majority of Letterboxd users do not find a
correlation between their motivation of watching films and displaying their experience on
Letterboxd. This suggests that the statement was highly irrelevant, as only 15.9 percent of
the users were able to relate to it. There were no significant links found between the
audiences’ use of the diary entry option on Letterboxd and their motivation to watch

films.

The cross-tabulation analysis suggests that the long-term Letterboxd users display
less of a disagreement with this statement, indicating that the diary entry option on

Letterboxd can be occassionally the only reason they watch films. As for the users
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who are new to the platform, there is a strong disagreement regarding this statement,
meaning that newer users (1-5) do not embody a worry regarding the display of their

diary entries on the platform.

Figure 17. Cross-Tabulation Analysis: “I find myself watching films just for the sake of

logging them on my Letterboxd diary.”
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4.2. Do Other People’s Opinions Actually Matter?

The second research question of this study was: To what extent do the other users’
opinions on Letterboxd impact the users in terms of rating and reviewing certain films in
an honest manner? To be able to answer this question on a deeper level of understanding,
the study proposed a sub-research question: To what extent is the impact of other users’
opinions on Letterboxd users are correlated with their need to belong to a cinephile
community? To find answers to these questions, the participants were asked to rate four
different statements to rate according to the Likert scale, which are “I feel the impact of

other users’ ratings while rating a film,” “I feel that I am not being completely honest
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while rating a film,” “I think about what other users will think about me after seeing a
rating/review I gave/wrote for a film,” and “I find myself needing to belong to a certain

cinephile community while using Letterboxd.”

For the sixth statement, “I feel the impact of other users’ ratings while rating a film,” 51.2
percent of the participants confirmed that they feel the impact of other users’ ratings while
rating a film. 27.7 percent of the users stated that they do not feel such an influence, and
21.1 of the participants were neutral regarding this subject. The analysis revealed that
most of the Letterboxd users feel that other users’ opinions impact their own opinions
regarding a film. This finding suggests that Letterboxd users are affected by other

people’s opinions about certain films, and thus, that their ratings tend to be biased.

The cross-tabulation analysis suggests that regardless of the years of use, Letterboxd
users certainly feel the impact of other users’ ratings while rating a film. While
comparatively newer users (1-5 years) distinctively agree with this statement, mostly
rating the statement on the degree 4, the case for the older users of the platform (5-8)
displays itself in more of a moderate agreement in terms of the participants’ common
response ranging from the levels of 3 to 4. Ultimately, the participant observe this
influence of others’ opinions on their own ratings regardless of the years of use, the

newer users agree more strongly with this statement compared to the older ones.
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Figure 18. Cross-Tabulation Analysis: “I feel the impact of other users’ ratings while

rating a film.”

35
30 m
2
g 25 m2
[« X
3 m3
K
5 =0 m4
o.
k) 15 m5
F .
Q
Q
€ 10
-
Z
0 Il ] Gl e
1-2 2-3 3-4 4-5 5-6 6:7 7-8

Years of Use

According to the analysis of the seventh statement, “I feel that I am not being completely
honest while rating a film,” 61.1 percent of the participants felt that they were being
completely honest while rating a film on Letterboxd. 15.6 percent of the users suggested
that their ratings were not completely honest, and 23.4 percent of the participants were
neutral regarding this subject. The analysis revealed that a majority of the Letterboxd
users feel that they are being completely honest while rating a film on Letterboxd. This
finding suggests that Letterboxd users, even though their opinions might be affected by
other people, feel that they rate films in an honest manner, which can denote a

contradiction with the previous statement.

The cross-tabulation analysis suggests that the users who have been on Letterboxd for 1-2
years feel that they are rating films in an honest manner, as there is a strong concentration

of responses in the “strongly disagree” category in the chart. As users continue using the
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platform more (2-4 years), there is a sense of moderate dishonesty or uncertainty about
their honesty, as the common response of this group is around the levels of 2 and 3. After
4-5 years of use, users tend to have more of a neutral stance about their level of honesty,
and there is no clear conclusion that the analyzed data of this group of longer-term users

suggests.

Figure 19. Cross-Tabulation Analysis: “I feel that I am not being completely honest while

rating a film.”
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According to the answers of the eighth statement, “I think about what other users will
think about me after seeing a rating/review I gave/wrote for a film,” 50.5 percent of the
users stated that they do not think about what other users will think about them after
seeing a rating/review they gave/wrote for a film. 32.3 percent of the participants were
worried about what other users would think about them, and 17.2 percent of the users
were neutral regarding this subject. The analysis established that more than half of

Letterboxd users do not care about what other users will think of them and their taste in
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films. This suggests that the factors of social acceptance and need-to-belong do not
dominantly display themselves in Letterboxd users’ engagement with the platform.
However, the statement is not completely irrelevant, as one-third of the platform’s users

do feel worried about what others will think about them.

According to the cross-tabulation analysis, the users who are relatively new on Letterboxd
(1-2 years) think about what other users will think of them based on their taste in films.
Although there is a strong concentration of responses in the “strongly disagree” category
in the 1-2 years group, the level of “strongly disagree” are quite close to the level of 4,
which stands for the word “agree.” As users continue using the platform more (2-4 years),
there is a decrease in this worry, as the chart keeps displaying a strong concentration on
“strongly disagree” and the amount of people who agree with this statement diminishes.
After 4-5 years of use, users tend to have more of a neutral stance about this subject.
However, despite this neutrality, the common response ranges from the levels of 1 to 3.
Ultimately, regardless of the years of use, the users do not think about what other users

will think about them after they see a rating/review they gave/wrote for a certain film.
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Figure 20. Cross-Tabulation Analysis: “I think about what other users will think about me

after seeing a rating/review I gave/wrote for a film.”
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For the ninth statement, “I find myself needing to belong to a certain cinephile community
while using Letterboxd,” 65.6 percent of the users stated that they do not feel a need to
belong to a certain cinephile community while using Letterboxd. 19.8 percent of the
participants asserted that they do feel this need. 14.5 percent of the users were neutral
regarding this subject. The analysis revealed that a great majority of Letterboxd users do
not relate to this statement, as they do not necessarily feel a need to belong to a cinephile
community. This result shows that the Letterboxd users do not necessarily feel as if they
are part of an online community while using Letterboxd, and they do not feel the need for

it, meaning that their use of Letterboxd is highly individualistic.

According to the cross-tabulation analysis, although there is a common sense of strong
disagreement on the group of newer users (1-2 years), they are also the only group that
shows a relatively strong sense of agreement on their need to belong to a cinephile
community. As users continue using the platform more, there is a strong decrease in this
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need to belong, as the chart keeps displaying a strong concentration on “strongly disagree”
between the years 3 and 5. After 5 years of use, the highlight on the strong disagreement
decreases, which implies that the long-term users start to free themselves from this worry
of need-to-belong over the years. Ultimately, the most strong agreement about the need-
to-belong displays itself in the first two years of engagement with the Letterboxd

platform, and this worry apparently disappears over time.

Figure 21. Cross-Tabulation Analysis: “I find myself needing to belong to a certain

cinephile community while using Letterboxd.”

Number of Participants

45
40
mi
35
m2
30
- m3
15 m5
10
: II ||| Il [
. | I T [T p———
12 23 3-4 45 5.6 6-7 7-8

Years of Use

4.3. A New Understanding of Cinephilia in the Digital Age

The third research question of this study was: “How does Letterboxd contribute to the
transformation of the understanding of cinephilia in the digital age?” In order to find
answers to this question, the participants of the study were asked to rate ten different
statements, including two statements from the previous research question, which are “I
think about what other users will think about me after seeing a rating/review | gave/wrote

for a film,” and “I find myself needing to belong to a certain cinephile community.”
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The eighth and ninth statements, “I think about what other users will think about me after
seeing a rating/review I gave/wrote for a film,” and “I find myself needing to belong to a
certain cinephile community while using Letterboxd,” that were given to answer the
previous research question also apply for answering the last research question of this
thesis. As the results of those two statements were already analyzed in the previous sub-
chapter, from the next paragraph on, the interpretation will continue with the analysis of
the tenth statement. The other statements that will be analyzed in this sub-chapter are, “I
feel that | will be judged by other users because of a rating/review I give/write for a film,”
“I judge or criticize other users on Letterboxd based on their favorite films section,” “I
judge or criticize other users on Letterboxd based on their opinions on a certain film,” “I
find myself competing with certain users in terms of how many films I’ve watched
compared to them,” “After I’ve watched a film, I read about what other users on the
platform wrote about that film,” and “I think that Letterboxd offers a variety of

perspectives regarding people’s reviews and criticisms about films.”

According to the analysis of the tenth statement, “I feel that I will be judged by other users
because of a rating/review I give/write for a film,” 62.4 percent of the Letterboxd users do
not feel that they will be judged by other users because of their thoughts regarding films.
23.4 percent of the participants stated that they do feel this way, while 14.2 percent of the
users were neutral regarding this subject. This suggests that, supported by the previous
analyses, the Letterboxd users display unconcerned behavior in terms of how they are

perceived by others.

According to the cross-tabulation analysis, while the gap between the levels of “strongly
disagree” and “agree” is broader in the groups of newer members of the platform (1-3
years) the gap starts to wane as the users continue using the platform more. After 3 years,

the degrees of disagreement and agreement appear to be on similar levels for the users,
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and the answers display more of a moderate stance compared to the data of the newer
users. Between 5 and 6 years of use, the feeling of being judged by others becomes more
dominant for the users. However, it was observed that after 6 years, the level of agreement
shows a decrease again, and the common sense of the users seems to be on the degree of
1. Ultimately, the most strong agreement about the feeling of being judged by others
displays itself in the first two years of engagement with the Letterboxd platform, but there

is no clear conclusion that the analyzed data of the group of longer-term users suggests.

Figure 22. Cross-Tabulation Analysis: “I feel that I will be judged by other users because

of a rating/review I give/write for a film.”
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According to the analysis of the eleventh statement that was provided for the users, “I
judge or criticize other users on Letterboxd based on their favorite films section,” 54.8
percent of the participants judge or criticize other users on Letterboxd based on their

favorite films section on their profiles. 26.7 percent of the users stated that they do not

judge or criticize others, and 18.5 percent of the participants were neutral regarding this
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subject. This suggests that, even though Letterboxd users do not think that they will be
judged by others because of their film tastes, they do criticize others based on their tastes.
However, the behavior of judging and criticizing is usually expected to appear
reciprocally in people, meaning that if users do observe this behavior in themselves, it
would be reasonable to expect them to act according to it, as it is highly possible that the
same behavior will be exhibited towards them. The results indicate that this behavior is
exhibited one-sided, and Letterboxd users do not display any significant concern about
how they will be perceived by others through their favorite films section, which

constitutes their online identity on the platform.

The cross-tabulation analysis shows that there is a common sense of agreement about this
statement regardless of the years of use factor. While the gap between the levels of
disagreement and agreement is broader in the groups of newer members of the platform
(1-4 years), the gap shows a decrease as the users continue using the platform more. After
5 years, the same degrees appear to be on similar levels for the users, and the answers
display more of a moderate stance compared to the data of the newer users. Between 5
and 6 years of use, the users’ judgment towards others slightly decreases, as a more
neutral stance is highlighted on the chart. becomes more dominant for the users. It can be
observed that after 6 years, the common sense appears to be around the degrees of 3 and
4. Ultimately, the most strong agreement about the judgment towards others regarding
their favorite films section displays itself in the first four years of engagement with the
Letterboxd platform, but there is no clear conclusion that the analyzed data of the group of
longer-term users suggests, as the rated degrees on the chart become more similar to each

other over the years.
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Figure 23. Cross-Tabulation Analysis: “I judge or criticize other users on Letterboxd based on

their favorite films section.”
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57.4 percent of the users asserted that they judge or criticize other Letterboxd users based
on their opinions on certain films, according to the participants’ ratings on the twelfth
statement, “I judge or criticize other users on Letterboxd based on their opinions on a
certain film.” 23.8 percent of the users stated that they do not judge or criticize others, and
18.8 percent of the participants were neutral regarding this subject. The analysis revealed
that more than half of the Letterboxd users do judge or criticize other users on Letterboxd
based on their opinions on films. The interpretation of this result is similar to the previous
one, as the outcome suggests that Letterboxd users do judge other users based on their
ideas, ratings, reviews, and opinions on films. The possibility of the exhibition of this
behavior occurring one-sided is considered to be uncommon, especially if we connect this
situation to Goffman’s (1959) theory about performances and audiences. Although the
previous results showed that the users utilize Letterboxd in an individualistic manner, it is

controversial for them to state that they judge and criticize other users based on their
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tastes and opinions. This behavior is expected to occur in a community-setting, which is
why Goffman’s idea of performances and audiences works on bilateral levels. Ultimately,

the results are considered to be controversial.

The cross-tabulation analysis shows that there is a common sense of agreement about this
statement regardless of the years of use factor, just like the analysis of the previous
statement. None of the years of use groups display any concentration on the disagreement,
meaning that the length of time does not necessarily play a significant role in terms of
users’ judgment towards each other, neither in terms of the favorite films section, nor the
opinions on a certain film. While the gap between the levels of disagreement and
agreement is broader in the groups of newer members of the platform (1-4 years), the gap
shows a significant decrease as the users continue using the platform more. After
approximately 6 years of use, the common sense seems to have more of a neutralistic
tone, but the disagreement stance never gets ahead of the agreement levels. Ultimately, the
most strong agreement about the judgment towards others regarding their opinions on
films displays itself in the first two years of engagement with the Letterboxd platform, but
there is no clear conclusion that the analyzed data of the group of longer-term users
suggests, as the rated degrees on the chart become more similar to each other over the

years, and the gap between the stances disappears.
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Figure 24. Cross-Tabulation Analysis: “I judge or criticize other users on Letterboxd based on

their opinions on a certain film.”
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According to the results of the thirteenth statement, “I find myself competing with certain
users in terms of how many films I’ve watched compared to them,” 56.1 percent of
Letterboxd users do not compete with other users in terms of how many films they have
watched compared to them. 26.1 percent of the users asserted that they do, and 17.8
percent of the participants were neutral regarding this subject. The analysis revealed that
more than half of the Letterboxd users do not relate to this statement, and they do not feel
competitive towards other users regarding the amount of films they log on their
Letterboxd diaries. Although a small percent asserted that they do feel competitive on the
platform, this is still an uncommon behavior to observe for the majority of Letterboxd

users.

According to the cross-tabulation analysis, despite how in almost every year group the
disagreement stance is on the rise, the behavior of competition with other users are mostly

observed throughout the first two years on the platform. After 2 years, the stance that
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participants take starts to become more moderate, as the common response of the
following groups is around the levels of 2, 3, and 4. This could suggest that the feeling of
competition between the users fades over time. However, the 7-8 year gap group shows an
actual agreement with the statement, and this part of the data analysis makes it
challenging to draw such a conclusion regarding the competitiveness disappearing over
time, as there is no consistent increase or decrease flow on the chart that can be observed
over the years. Ultimately, there is no clear conclusion that the analyzed data of the long-

term group can suggest.

Figure 25. Cross-Tabulation Analysis: “I find myself competing with certain users in terms of

how many films I’ve watched compared to them.”
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According to the answers of the fourteenth statement, “After I’ve watched a film, I read
about what other users on the platform wrote about that film,” 78.5 percent of the
participants read other users' reviews on the platform after they had watched a film. 9.9

percent of the users did not read the reviews other users wrote. 11.6 percent of the
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participants were neutral regarding this subject. The results revealed that a great majority
of Letterboxd users, after watching a film, do read other users’ reviews and thoughts about
that certain film. As this is a very high percentage, this suggests that Letterboxd users do
use the platform effectively and cinephilia continues to transform and channel through the
platform in the digital age, as the users care about each others’ opinions and are open to

discussions about films.

According to the cross-tabulation analysis, there is a common sense of agreement with
this statement, indicating that the users, regardless of how new or old they are on the
platform, find other people’s opinions on films valuable. The degree of agreement seems
to be strongly highlighted in every year gap group, which means that Letterboxd continues
to serve as an online space for the cinephiles of the contemporary age, and the users
actively engage with the ongoing discussions on the platform, and are curious about what

other people on Letterboxd think about films in general.
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Figure 26. Cross-Tabulation Analysis: “After I’ve watched a film, I read about what other

users on the platform wrote about that film.”
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The answers of the fifteenth statement, “I think that Letterboxd offers a variety of
perspectives regarding people’s reviews and criticisms about films,” revealed that 78.3
percent of the participants think that Letterboxd offers a variety of perspectives regarding
people’s reviews and criticisms of films, while 6.3 percent think that the platform does not
offer such variety. 15.5 percent of the participants were neutral regarding this subject. The
results show us that a great majority of the participants think that Letterboxd offers a
variety of voices and opinions. This suggests that Letterboxd stands for a dynamic virtual
space for the cinephiles of the contemporary age. The platform certainly contributes to the
transformation of cinephilia in the digital age positively, and serves as an improtant space

for cinephiles.

The cross-tabulation analysis shows that there is a common sense of agreement about this
statement regardless of the years of use factor, just like the previous statement. The results

indicate that most users trust Letterboxd in terms of how it manages to offer a range of
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perspectives, and they feel like the platform is nourishing, considering that they care about
other users’ opinions about films, and they are satisfied with the range of perspectives

they can access through the platform.

Figure 27. Cross-Tabulation Analysis: “I think that Letterboxd offers a variety of perspectives

regarding people’s reviews and criticisms about films.”
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CHAPTER V

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

As Letterboxd continues to grow as an outstanding platform for film enthusiasts around
the world, it impacts users’ viewing practices and shapes how these users curate and
present their cinematic tastes to the other users on the platform. Though film consumption
patterns are widely studied in audience and media studies, existing research is limited in
exploring how platforms like Letterboxd influence people's film consumption habits and
how these changing habits relate to their self-presentation within such platforms. This is
of course a natural gap in the existing literature, since the platform has only gained this
amount of attention among cinephiles in the last couple of years. Taking this gap into
account, this study aimed to explore how Letterboxd users’ viewing practices are
influenced by their desire to assert a certain cinephile persona on Letterboxd and construct
a particular identity within the cinephile community. Considering the impact of years of
use as a factor, this study also aimed to examine whether the user behavior on the
platform display a shift depending on the length of users’ engagement with the platform.
This study focused on understanding how Letterboxd users’ film watching habits are
changing in relation to their use of Letterboxd over the years, the users’ online identity
construction on the platform, and what this platform actually means for the channeling
and transformation of cinephilia in the digital age. In this chapter, | will discuss the
findings of this study, its theoretical implications and comparisons with the existing

literature, the limitations of the study, and offer new steps for future research.
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5.1. Key Findings of the Study

5.1.1. Changing Film Watching Habits and Motivations

The findings of the study indicated that the use of Letterboxd creates a considerable
change in the way that users watch films, and it was observed that this change in people’s
watching habits is at peak in users who are newer to the platform. The users of the
platform who have been using the platform for longer observed fewer changes on their
watching habits, which can indicate that the strongest impact of Letterboxd on its users

can be observed in the first few years of use of the platform.

One of the significant changes that was observed in Letterboxd users’ watching habits was
the act of simultaneously thinking about how to rate a film during the act of watching the
film, which means another mental layer is added to the experience of viewing. This
behavior is most likely to be seen in newer users, and the assertion of this behavior

decreases as the users engage for longer periods of time with the platform.

While it was established that the users’ level of care about the ratings is significant, the
review option on the platform is not as often used and does not create a that significant of
a worry on Letterboxd users compared to the rating option on the platform. It was found
out that the ratings matter more for the users than reviews. However, unlike the previous
correlations, it was demonstrated that the longer users engage with the platform, the more
they start to care about what reviews they will write about the films they watch. This
direct contrast between the rating and reviewing habits can indicate that Letterboxd users
care more about how to write a film criticism and express their thoughts on films in
general as they get more familiar with Letterboxd culture. Meanwhile, the matter of rating
a film loses its significance over time, as of reviewing increases.

It was also found out that Letterboxd was not a motivation for its users to watch more
81



films. However, when the issue was explored in terms of the length of use, it was
observed that for the users who have been on the platform longer, there was an increase
on Letterboxd encouraging its users to watch more films. The participants also
demonstrated that they do not watch films only for the sake of logging them on their
Letterboxd diary. They indicated that displaying the films they watch on the platform is
not a source of motivation to watch more films for them. The statement was partly
relevant for the users who have been on the platform for a longer time, compared to the
newer members, but there was no observation of a significant change in between the years
of use. This indicates that although the majority of Letterboxd users did not feel as the
platform motivates them to engage more in film consumption, the platform has this
influence on users who have been on the platform for a longer time. And yet, this
influence is not related to the idea of sharing what they have watched recently with other
users on Letterboxd, meaning that the users do not place significant importance on self-

presentation on the platform.

5.1.2. The Influence of Others’ Opinions on What Letterboxd Users Think About
Films

The findings indicate that the users of Letterboxd feel that they are influenced by other
users’ opinions while rating a film, meaning that they have a hard time staying objective
regarding their opinions on a certain film, which involves both their actual thoughts
regarding a film and what they display on the platform. The analysis did not show a
significant change regarding this behavior of Letterboxd users that depends on the length
of their use of the platform. However, it was observed that there was a stronger agreement
on this statement in the group of newer users compared to the older ones, though the
differences observed were not drastic. This finding aligns with the existing research on the
role of social comparison in people’s own thoughts. The users tend to adjust their
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behavior based on the cinephile community, which is why they feel pressure to some

degree to conform to community norms.

A controversial finding of this study was the discrepancy between two statements that are
connected to each others’ factuality. While the users agreed that they were influenced by
other people’s opinions while rating a film on the platform, they strongly disagreed about
asserting dishonest behavior while rating films on the platform. The analysis regarding the
years of use did not display a significant difference, but only slight changes in the level of
agreement in long-term users' answers. However, as the participants have already declared
that their own opinions regarding films were impacted by other users, their common
disagreement on their “dishonesty” offers a contradiction with their answers to the
previous statement. This could indicate that while Letterboxd users are aware of external
influences, they do not believe that this is a compromise about their authenticity. The
users believe, or want to believe, that their final rating is their own even if it is shaped or

influenced by external factors, being other people’s ratings.

Continuing with the social comparison factor, the study revealed that the majority of
Letterboxd users do not embody a significant amount of worry about how they will be
perceived by other users on the platform based on their tastes in films. As they declared
that they do not think about others’ judgment based on their relationship with cinema, it
was found out that this worry displays itself mostly on the newer users, though it is
observed on minor degrees and not the majority, and it decreases over the years as users
engage more with the platform.

As socializing and being a member of a community are important factors in the
consideration of user behavior on online platforms, the study tried to understand if

Letterboxd stands for a cinephile community in the eyes of its users. The findings
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revealed that users engage with the platform in an individualistic manner rather than a
community-based mindset. The majority of the participants declared that they do not feel
a need to belong to a cinephile community while using Letterboxd. The need-to-belong
factor only displayed itself, though in minor degrees, in the newer users’ category. As the
users engage more with Letterboxd, the sense of community shows a decrease over time,

and people’s use of the platform turns into more of an individualistic practice.

5.1.3. What Letterboxd Means for Cinephile Culture in the Digital Age

This study aimed to understand Letterboxd’s place in contemporary cinephilia, as the
results of Turgut’s research (2019) on Letterboxd had implications regarding Letterboxd
offering its users a competitive space rather than a nurturing culture. The ultimate concern
about what Letterboxd stands for in terms of cinephilia in the contemporary age was that
the platform led people to assert behaviors of social comparison, judgment, and
competitiveness. It was one of the goals of this thesis to understand whether Letterboxd
transformed cinephilia into a hierarchical culture or not. The reason why this was an
expected outcome was because Letterboxd is considered an extension of social media,
which means that its structure can enable its users to assert social media-like behavior
patterns, which can eventually be associated with what cinephilia means in the

contemporary age.

The findings indicate that Letterboxd users do not embody a significant worry of being
judged because of their film tastes in the platform, and it was found out this worry shows
itself in newer users of the platform, though on smaller degrees, and that it fades away as
the years of use increase. However, the users asserted that even though they do not
observe such a fear of judgment on the platform, they do judge and criticize other users
based on their favorite film section on their platform and tastes in films in general. This is
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another controversial outcome of this study, and | believe that it could be interpreted
through Goffman’s theory (1959) of self-presentation. This finding could mean that
Letterboxd users do feel secure and confident about their self-presentation on the
platform, as they try to curate their favorite films section and their opinions in a way that

aligns with the cinephile norms.

This confidence could result in their concerns about being judged by others to decrease.
However, the results show that they still do judge and criticize other users on the platform,
as Letterboxd offers a nature that enables and encourages social comparison within the
platform. The results based on the years of use seem rational, as it is expected for newer
users to need time to adapt to the norms on the platform, and they naturally might feel
more vulnerable to the new community they become a part of. Over time, more
experienced users start to have less concerns about how they will be perceived on the
platform, as they become more confident with their tastes and embrace their tastes which
construct their online identities on the platform. The users also stated that they do not
compete with other users while using Letterboxd, and this behavior of competition only
displays itself in newer users, though in smaller degrees. Thus, it was found out that
Letterboxd either does not offer a competitive nature to its users, or that this feeling of
competition fades over time and mostly the newer users feel this way. Again, this is
related to how newer users try to adapt to a new online platform, and they occasionally
feel the need to prove themselves to the other users on Letterboxd. As the users keep
engaging with the platform over the years, such competitive behaviors were not a concern
anymore.

Last but not least, this study also found out that Letterboxd users do engage with others on
the platform, as they stated that they read about what other people on the platform wrote

about films, and they find the atmosphere of Letterboxd nurturing in terms of the variety
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of opinions the platform offers. However, previous results indicated that users’ Letterboxd
practices tended to be more individualistic, and they did not necessarily feel as they are
part of a community. This discrepancy could mean that the users find a balance between
their personal reflections and social experiences. Although they seem to appreciate how
Letterboxd enables them to build their own online cinephile identities and express their
tastes, they are also curious about different perspectives, meaning how other users
interpret the content they engage with, which could result in them getting validation or
experience a challenge on their own point of views. The reason why users do enjoy
engaging with other users is most probably because the variety of opinions serve as a form
of self-validation or help them add different layers to their own interpretations of the
movies they watch. While users enjoy the opportunity of expressing their individual
opinions, they also see a kind of a benefit in engaging with other users’ opinions. This
does not mean, however, that they feel like they belong to a cinephile community. The
other users’ opinions only serve as a way to validate or challenge their own opinions

regarding films.

5.2. Theoretical Implications and Comparison with Literature

The results of the study support Goffman’s (1959) The Presentation of Self in Everyday
Life, which is the overarching theory of this study, and they also partly extend it as | tried
to adjust the theory into a digital space. According to Goffman’s theory, people put on
certain performances to control how they are perceived by others. The findings of the
study supported this behavior, as Letterboxd users do construct online identities through
their profiles and display of their film tastes that conform with cinephile norms. However,
the participants of the study asserted that they do not embody a significant worry
regarding what other people think about them based on their film tastes. The study also

established that the occurrence of this worry was displayed in newer users’ statistics,
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meaning that the feeling disappears over time as users get more comfortable in their

online identities that they have curated on the platform.

The controversial outcomes regarding the authenticity of the users do in fact support
Goffman’s theory of front-stage and back-stage (1959), as the users do confess that they
are influenced by other people’s thoughts in the first place. The fact that they still believe
they are being honest while stating their opinions regarding films on Letterboxd shows
that they tend to subconsciously adjust this behavior and still think they are being
authentic. The users fall into the trap Goffman talks about in his theory, which is the
confusion between the act and the reality. There is always a chance that “the performer
can be fully taken in by his own act; he can be sincerely convinced that the impression of

reality which he stages is the real reality” (Goffman, 1959, p.17).

The part where I believe extends and expands Goffman’s ultimate theory is about the
community setting element. The findings align with Goffman’s theory regarding people’s
engagement with self-presentation and performance on the platform. It was found out that
Letterboxd users do work on identity management and eventually put on performances for
their imagined and/or unknown audience, as they curate their profiles with the awareness
of the fact that they are being perceived by others. The outcome of Letterboxd not
standing for a community for its users, but how the users still feel the need to put on a
performance, adds a different perspective to Goffman’s theory. It turns out that the act of
self-presentation does not necessarily occur in a social community setting that people feel
the need-to-belong to. As the users engage with a global and broader audience on
Letterboxd, it is naturally more challenging to maintain a community feeling on the
platform. However, the study shows that the idea of self-presentation Goffman talks about
is still relevant in digital spaces, even when they are individualistic spaces rather than

social communities.
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The findings of this study were partially aligned with the supporting theory of the thesis,
Textual Poachers: Television Fans & Participatory Culture (Jenkins, 1992/2005).
Jenkins’ idea of fandom turning into a participatory culture was not directly supported by
the case of Letterboxd. Although Letterboxd does create a participatory culture and plays
a part in transforming what cinephilia means in the digital age, it does not necessarily
contribute to the channeling of cinephilia, due to the lack of a sense of community within
the platform. “The transformation of media consumption into the production of a new
culture and a new community” (p.46) does not fully display itself in the case of
Letterboxd. Letterboxd is indeed where it is today because of the members’ activity on the
platform and the platform’s increasing popularity. The platform is active on the streets, in
prestigious film festivals, interviewing people and learning about their favorite films,
trying to increase the popularity of Letterboxd (Figures 16 and 17). The participants of the
study declared that they think about how they will rate a film during the act of watching,
and the reason they developed this habit through their use of Letterboxd is because they
care about their own self-image on the platform, but they do not necessarily care about the
cinephile culture that is channeled through the platform. Their use of the platform is
turned out to be highly individualistic, which is the contrary of Jenkins’ idea of fan
communities. It was found out that Letterboxd users do not focus on collective identity,
being fandom in Jenkins’ terms. This is the key difference between the participatory

culture Jenkins discusses and the Letterboxd culture.
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Figure 28. A Screenshot of an Instagram post by [at]letterboxd, during an interview with

Monica Bellucci about her four favorite films.
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Figure 29. A Screenshot of an Instagram post by [at]letterboxd, asking random people on

the streets about their four favorite films.
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As Letterboxd is an online space that enables social comparison between the members, the
users’ most significant concern is their self-presentation on the platform, meaning that
they care more about the curation of their individual online identities, rather than
community building. However, this does not show a correlation between the need-to-
belong to a cinephile community, as they do not look at Letterboxd as a community that
they are a member of. Also, the users display the behaviors of judgment and criticism
towards other users, which is definitely not a nurturing culture when thought of in terms
of a community setting. Letterboxd is perceived as a social media platform, and not
necessarily a channel of cinephilia for the users. In general, the conclusion of the
outcomes of this study does not mean that Jenkins’ theory was not supported, but rather
that the theory was irrelevant to this study, as Letterboxd did not stand for an online

community for its users in the first place.

The findings are not consistent with the studies of Wohn & Na (2011) and Cohen &
Lancaster (2014) as well, which can be found in the literature review chapter. Wohn and
Na’s (2011) research explored the use of social media during the act of watching as a
pseudo “group viewing” experience, and they found out that the reason why viewers want
to be engaged with multiple screens is that they want to be part of a larger group (p.10).
Cohen and Lancaster also found that people’s need to belong was an important motivating
factor behind using social media during the act of viewing (2014, p.516). However, the
outcomes of these studies do not align with this study’s findings, as the users do not feel a

need to belong to a larger group during their use of Letterboxd.

One of the statements that were given to the participants of this study was, “I feel the

impact of other users’ ratings while rating a film,” and the majority of the participants
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(51.2 percent) agreed with this statement, which is a result that is consistent with the
research of Winter et al. (2018). They found that viewers were highly influenced by other
people’s opinions about a certain viewing material (p.33) and what they think about a
certain TV show was shaped by others’ thoughts and opinions (p.35). As the users of
Letterboxd expressed that they feel the impact of other users’ opinions, too, this thesis’

outcomes align with the results of Winter et al. (2018) study.

The results of this study differ from Turgut’s research (2024), which was the main
research | used in the literature review chapter of this study that specifically explored the
user experience of Letterboxd. Before explaining the differences in our studies’ outcomes,
| find it important to highlight the differences between our studies that look quite similar
to each other. Firstly, Turgut’s research emphasizes on Letterboxd’s role in reshaping
cinematic perceptions of Letterboxd users and highlights the innovations that Letterboxd
introduces in terms of film discovery and users’ engagement with film. His focus is highly
on the behavioral shifts of Letterboxd users. The behavioral shifts of Letterboxd users
only constitutes a small part of this research. This research was more interested in
Letterboxd users’ self-presentation on the platform and how this impacts the cinephile
culture in the contemporary age, while also aiming to understand the behavioral changes it
may cause in users. Turgut’s work was more concerned about the platform as a tool for
film discovery and its cultural significance, while this thesis’ concern is how users are
influenced by and act according to cinephile norms, and how this issue of self-

presentation shapes the transformation of cinephilia in the digital age.

Turgut’s research (2024) suggested that the users of the platform show an occasional

behavior of watching films only for the sake of logging them to their diaries, and that they
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feel inadequate because of a social comparison behavior they exhibit, in terms of the
number of films they watch compared to the other users on the platform (Turgut, 2024).
The participants of his research declared that Letterboxd changes the motivations behind
consuming cinematic content (Turgut, 2024, p.268). The results of Turgut’s study were
directly opposite of the findings of this research. The participants declared that logging
films on their Letterboxd diaries was definitely not a motivation for watching more films.
Majority of the users did not relate to the statement about the comparison and competition
behavior as well. This strong difference and the discrepancy can be attributed to the
differences between the designs of our research. If this research were to be conducted
using an in-depth interview method, the results would likely suggest different

interpretations.

5.3. Limitations of the Study

One limitation of this study is its relatively small sample size. While it can offer a variety
of perspectives required for an MA thesis, it might not provide an adequate number of
participants for coming to an accurate conclusion regarding who Letterboxd users are and
how they use the platform. Moreover, the majority of participants were either Turkish, or
located in Turkey, so the survey did not manage to reach outside of the country, which
causes a limitation in terms of diversity of participants and their demographics. Future
research should aim to use a larger and more diverse sample to achieve more precise

findings.

The study also relies heavily on self-reported data because of the survey design. This

factor affects the accuracy of the data and the dependability of the responses, as the
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possibility of different biases should be considered. As the participants were not
physically observed while rating the statements they were provided through a survey, it is
not certain that they expressed their true thoughts and behaviors. One of the main goals of
the research design was to be able to create the comfort of a “backstage” for the
participants, according to Goffman’s (1959) terminology, to be able to get the most
accurate results. It was expected by the participants to be honest about the user behavior
they exhibit on Letterboxd. The discrepancies of the outcomes can be attributed to the
lack of providing a backstage for the participants, which means the design of the research,
that is, an online survey. If this study were to be conducted in the form of an interview,
with focus groups, in a manner of a friendly in-depth conversation between the
participants and the researcher, | believe that the results would be different, and the
participants could be more willing to open up about how they use the platform and what

behaviors they observe themselves displaying.

Another limitation of the study was the fact that it did not observe the community
interactions on the platform in a literal sense and was interested in self-reported data in
terms of the method of observation, which could be the reason of why Jenkins’
(1992/2005) theory of participatory culture was not fully supported. Future studies could
take a netnographic approach directly focus on the interactions between Letterboxd users

on the platform and arrive at more comprehensive conclusions.

Future research could aim to use a method that has a psychological approach, and this
topic could be further explored by the psychology scholars who work in related fields to
media psychology. A similar study from a psychology perspective could provide more

objective data. Furthermore, the research focuses on quantitative data. Future studies
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could support this research by integrating qualitative components such as open-ended
questions, focus groups or in-depth interviews to collect detailed data on personal
accounts of Letterboxd use. The fields of psychology and media studies can build on this
study by addressing these limitations to provide more reliable and nuanced understanding

of the user psychology of Letterboxd.

5.4. Concluding Remarks

This study explores the impact of Letterboxd on its users’ film watching habits and
motivations, the user behavior on the platform, and their engagement with cinephilia in
the digital age. The research questions of the study were curated to examine users’
shaping viewing practices and forces, their authenticity when it comes to forming
opinions about films on the platform, and what the platform stands for in contemporary
cinephile culture. This section aims to emphasize the broader implications of this study’s

findings.

This research established that while Letterboxd provides users a digital space for engaging
with film discussion, it simultaneously alters the ultimate viewing experience of its users.
It was found out that users constantly contemplate how they will rate the films they watch
during the viewing experience, which adds a performative layer to their engagement with
cinema. This demonstrates that Letterboxd is not solely a space that serves as a host for
discussions, but it also plays an important role in shaping the way users consume film

content, which was an important insight in terms of digital cinephilia.

Another significant outcome of this study was regarding users’ authenticity. Although the

users believe they are honest and staying loyal to their authenticity while sharing their
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ratings with others on the platform, the research uncovered a dilemma. It was also found
out that Letterboxd users are clearly influenced by other users’ opinions and thoughts
regarding certain films. This paradox suggests a complex balance between self-

presentation and social validation, which is often observed on social media environments.

Additionally, this study established that while Letterboxd is a space that has room for
variety of different opinions, Letterboxd users engage with the platform in more of a
comparative manner, rather than a communal one. This finding indicates a shift in the new
understanding of cinephilia in the contemporary age, having observed it turning into a
more self-image focused practice, rather than a collective pursuit as in the traditional
sense. These insights suggest that the ultimate digital environment of cinephilia in this

age, being Letterboxd, can redefine what it means to be a cinephile in the digital age.

In conclusion, this study contributes to the existing literature on social media
environments and sheds light on the dynamics of Letterboxd user behavior. This research
also contributes to the fields of media and film studies through its highlights on the
Letterboxd platform’s impacts on users’ viewing practices and behaviors in online
environments. By highlighting the platform’s impact on user behavior and the channeling
of cinephilia, this research contributes valuable knowledge to the fields of media studies
and film studies. The results obtained can offer a foundation for further research and

exploration of online communities and user psychology.
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Appendix C. Survey Questions

GORUSME SORULARI

Kattimernin Temel Bilgileri:
1. Kag yasindasimz?
2. Kendinizi hangi cinslyet kimligine daha yakin hissediyorsunuz?
(Kadin/Erkek/Trans/Non-binary/Cevaplamamayi tercih ederim.)
3. Tamamiladiginiz en ylksek egitim dizeyi nedir?
4. $uanda hangi Gniversitede okuyorsunuz?
5. Bilkent Universitesi 6grencisiyseniz, Bilkent ID numaranizi yaziniz. (GE250 puani igin)
6. Letterboxd platformunu ne kadar sGredir kullamyorsunuz?

7. Letterboxd platformunu en ¢ok ne igin Kullaniyorsunuz?
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LIKERT OLCEGI SORULARI

Likert Olcegi: Kesinlikle Katitmiyorum - Katilmiyorum - Ne Katiliyorum Ne Katulmiyorum —
Katiiyorum ~ Kesinlikle Katiliyorum

o

. Letterboxd kultanmaya bagladigimdan beri filmleri izleyis bigimimin degistigin
hissediyorum.

2. Birfilmi puanlarken diger kullanicilann puanlamalarninin tistimde etkili oldugunu

hissediyorum.

w

. Birfilml puanlarken tamamen drist olmadigimi hissediyorum.

>

Bir film seyrederken bir yandan filme kag puan verecefimi dusaniyorum.

5. Birfilm seyrederken bir yandan filme dair yazacagim yorumu disntyorum.

6. Bir filme verdigim puan veya yazdigim yorum dolayisiyla diger kullanicilar tarafindan
yargilanacagimi hissediyorum.

7. Birfilme verdigim puani veya yazdigim yorumu gorunce diger kullanicilanin benim
hakkinda ne duslneceklerine dair digtnUyorum.

8. Letterboxd platformunu kullanirken kendimi sinefil komuniteye ait olma ihtiyaci
hissederken buluyorum.

9. Diger Letterboxd kultamcilanini, profilierindeki favori filmler sekmesine gore yargiiyorum
veya elestiriyorum.

10. Diger Letterboxd kullanicilanni, bir filme dair dusincelerine gore yargiliyorum veya
elestiriyorum.

11. Eger Letterboxd kullaniyor olmasaydim, bu kadar gok film iztiyor olmazdim.

12. Kendimi, sadece Letterboxd gunlGgime kaydedebilmek igin fitm izlerkean buluyorum.

13. Kendimi, kag filmiziedigimiz Gzerinden diger kullanicilarla kiyaslarken veya yangirken
buluyorum.

14. Bir film seyrettikten sonra platformdaki diger kullanicitann o tilme dalr yazdiklarini
okuyarum.

15. Letierboxd platformunun kullanicilarin filmlere dair yorumian ve elegtirileri bagiaminda

genlis bir perspektif sundugunu dagundyorum,
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