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Abstract 
This study discusses the effect of religious films as a factor that influences the form of pro-social behaviour. A 
young audience comprised of 1028 respondents were selected from a public institution of higher learning in 
Malaysia by stratified random sampling. This study uses a cross sectional survey through the distribution of 
questionnaires as instruments. Data collected were analysed based on the hypothesis model developed and tested 
by structural equation model (SEM) using AMOS 21.0. The findings of the study show that pro-social behaviour 
corrrelates with the exposure of films, watching of the religious films and the message in the pro-social films. 
Thus, it can be concluded that religious films influence the development of pro-social behaviour among youthful 
audience. 
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1. Introduction 
Films are considered as audio-visual tools to spread messages. Some countries use films to disseminate their 
political ideology propaganda. Some even use films to preserve their cultural and historical heritage and to 
elevate the social system of a race or even religious interest (Benyahia, 2008; Harbord, 2002; Flesher & Torry 
1998). According to Muhammad Hatta (2006), films are not merely silver halide which acts as an image recorder 
but also record the reality of life. Films, besides being entertainment tools, (Zulkiple, 2003) are also educational 
media to stimulate learning among youth. According to Wimmer and Dominick (2009), the study on the 
influence of media on pro-social content is still a new field of study which proves that anti-social action should 
involve more positive behaviour. Nevertheless, Wimmer and Dominick (2009) also said that the interest to study 
the influence of media on pro-social behaviour had declined in the 1980s and even in the late 2000s, the number 
studies on this subject was still at a low level. 

Therefore, the religious aspect in films should be expanded and more clearly discussed. World religions such as 
Islam and Christianity touch on many religious issues in films such as The Message (1977) and The Ten 
Commandments (1956, 2006). Bollywood films also identify the religious issue with the daily life of Hindu 
society. This can be perceived in scenes which directly feature shots of temples and praying, whether in classical 
or modern films such as Mother India (1957) and Kuch Kuch Hota Hai (1998). Hence, the issue arises as to how 
much religious element may affect the audience. Many questions arise about whether the audience are able to 
understand and practise what they watch in daily life. People in the community need films that portray a 
religious-based lifestyle and culture. This is because films should not be just some empty sketches on canvas 
devoid of values and religious content. 

1.1 Films and Audience 

Md Salleh et al. (2009) found that in terms of film choices, boys like to choose action, animation and comedy 
films. Many of them choose to watch films through television and DVD/VCD. On the other hand, Madsen (1973) 
in discussing films as a propaganda tool explained that films are able to audio-visually manipulate the thoughts 
and beliefs of the audience. According to Asiah (2009), Malay films are included as third world cinema which 
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are directly geared to function as agents of change. The film industry in Malaysia links films with social culture 
in the community, for example, the films Hang Jebat (1961), Puteri (1987) and Wayang (2008). 

There are numerous research which discuss audience in media and communication. Audience becomes the most 
important element in mass media that contributes to the success of a media product. The change in audience 
behaviour from passive to active makes the audience a selective entity with power to choose its own media 
(Garamone, 1984; Jensen & Rosengren, 1990; Clifford, 2005; Mastura, 2005). Background, gender and ethnicity 
are the main factors that contribute to the differences in how an audience understands and interprets messages in 
media text which ultimately influences the pattern and effects of their watching (McQuail, 2000). 

Zalila (2007) discussed the influence of films as the main platform for teenagers or youth to understand 
themselves although some require re-structuring in terms of content, theme, consistent usage of Malay language, 
etiquette and values, culture and so on. Films are the most influencial communication media in highlighting 
moral and good messages (Suhaina, 2006; Dusuki, 2000). Smets (2012) in his research on the film The Message 
(2012) showed that a religious message such an Islamic lifestyle could be conveyed via films to new generations. 
Messages like unity, equitability, purity of soul and morals in films may be the source of religious inspiration 
and guidance in the community (Smets, 2012). 

Therefore, films also play the role of highlighting the value of responsibility guided by the main objective 
concerning issues in question in a film, as well as the solutions to problems so that the community may gain 
some good and benefit from their watching (Hasliza, 2009). Naim (2011) discusses the role of films as a 
communication media in spreading messages in teaching, persuasion, clarification and da’awah (preaching). 
Good film producers are able to master the language of films and use it in da’awah (preaching), giving advisory 
messages and calling to goodness (Naim, 2011). Thus, Asiah (2003) argued that it is very important for films 
producer to review issues related to the background of the film content in order to maintain and foster the values 
of the Malaysian society. Asiah (2003) also discussed the factors that influence both the good and bad values and 
messages contained in local films and the perception of the public towards them. 

1.2 Pro-social Behaviour 

Among past studies was a research conducted on pro-social behaviour correlated with the role of media 
(Strasburger et al., 2009; Wilson, 2008; Dumova, 2006; Yates, 1999). However, that study used children and 
teenagers (Strasburger et al., 2009; Gentile et al., 2009; Wilson, 2008; Ostrov et al., 2006; Mueller & 
Donnerstein, 1981) as their samples in studying pro-social behaviour. Strasburger et al. (2009) said that 
researchers who studied pro-social learning through media placed the assumption that media characters like to 
portray values such as kindness, mutual cooperation, responsibility and selflessness as decent examples for 
children to follow.  

Muller & Donnerstein (1981) did two experiments about pro-social behaviour by showing films that contain 
arousal elements using the excitation transfer model. Their study on male college students was seen from two 
perspectives, positive and neutral behaviour. The samples were shown both erotic and non-erotic (controlled) 
films. The findings of the study showed that the arousal films enhanced punishing behaviour among the samples. 
Whereas, for the controlled group, the sample showed more positive behaviour (Muller & Donnerstein, 1981). 
Gentile et al. (2009) in their study showed positive pro-social behaviour with the exposure of pro-social video 
games. 

1.3 Audience Reception Theory 

The media reception study emphasized on the study of audience as interpretive communities. This concept 
explains the role of audience as reader in translating media text. Media text need to be read through audience 
perception which will shape different meanings and forms of acceptance (McQuail, 2000). Hall (1993) 
introduced the Audience Reception Theory that explains how audience accepts and reads messages from the 
media. According to Hall (1993) again, audience recorded different meanings based on their perspectives and 
needs from what they saw through the media even though at times they shared the same experience. 

Therefore, the audience of films are the important decoder in the process of sending mass communication 
information in the films shown. Many in the audience nowadays, are active in giving meaning, interpreting and 
evaluating films according to their perspectives. This builds up a new paradigm about audience and films and the 
reality of life that they obtain from the films. The Reception Theory shapes audience perception through their 
evaluation of films that they watched. This study is basically using this Audience Reception Theory to look at 
the relationship betweeb audience and films producers in giving and receiving messages together with the values 
applied in films. 
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2. Methodology 
2.1 Research Paradigm Perspective 

Paradigm is a basic assumption, way of thinking and believing that form the basis of impleenting a research and 
is also known as ‘philosophical worldview’ (Creswell, 2008; Greene & Caracelli, 2003; Johnson & 
Onwuegbuzie, 2004; Morgan, 2007). Researchers must always understand the basis of a paradigm to explain the 
chosen research approach whether it is quantitative or qualitative or even mixed methods as Creswell (2009) and 
Morgan (2007) have stated how a worldview shapes the research approach chosen by researchers. This study 
refers to the quantitative paradigm research that is moving towards post-positivism (Morgan, 2007; Creswell, 
2008; Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004; Miller, 2005; Gray, 2009). Positivism which was inititated by Aristotle, 
Francis Bacon, August Comte and Immauel Kant is for the purpose of testing a theory through measurement in 
research. Positivism assumes that social phenomenon may be determined by the cause and effect relationship 
and axiology (study of values) approach. However, after the Second World War, the post-positivism stream had 
started to expand replacing positivism thinking. Through this post-positivism, researchers strive to conduct 
research through testing of theory, whether theory is supported or refuted. The knowledge developed through the 
lens of post-positivism is based on measurement of objective reality as proof of social behaviour (Morgan, 2007; 
Livesey, 2006; Creswell, 2009). 

2.2 Research Design 

This research uses a quantitative approach through cross sectional survey. It is also quantitative based on 
objective measurement of variables. Measurement of the quantitative data explains the phenomenon and 
measurement of the elements involved in the phenomenon discusses the theory in more detail. Quantitative data 
are analysed by using statistical analysis generalised to the population with the same charactistics as the sample 
(Noraini, 2010; Creswell, 2008 & 2009; Gray, 2009). 

2.3 Research Sampling Procedure 

Stratified random sampling was used in this study. Five public universities (UPM, UIA, UM, UKM and UiTM) 
with six programmes which offered media, communication and films were chosen as the location to choose the 
samples randomly. There were 1028 respondents chosen as samples for this study out of an overall population 
3324. The size of the research sample accords with the suggestions of Cohen et al. (2007) using a 95% level of 
confidence with 5% confidence intervals. Chua (2006) and Neuman (2006) explained that the quality of research 
depends on the samples. The findings obtained from the correct value of research samples through probability 
sampling will be generalised to the whole population. Good samples are samples that may represent variables 
from the population (Noraini, 2010; Gray, 2009). Hence, this study took into account samples that may be 
generalised to the whole population. 

2.4 Research Instruments 

The set of questionnaire in this study is a combination of the instrument developed by the researcher and adapted 
instrument developed by Penner et al. (1995), Prosocial Personality Battery (PSB), for social behaviour variable. 

2.5 Data Collection and Data Analysis 

Data were gathered through the distribution of questionnaires and were analysed based on the hypothesis model 
developed and tested through the Structural Equation Model (SEM) using AMOS 21.0. 

3. Findings and Discussion 
The results of the SEM showed that the regression model suggested by researcher is suitable where all the three 
variables; exposure to films, watching films and message in the films are significant predictor variables for the 
pro-social variable (exposure to films: β = .110, C.R. = 3.098, ρ < .05; watching religious films: β = .144, C.R. = 
3.372, ρ < .05; message in the films: β = .383, C.R. = 8.200, ρ < .05) (Table1).  

 

Table 1. Results for the hypothesis testing standardized regression weight 

Variables Regression Weight S.E C.R ρ 

Pro-social Behaviour ⟵ exposure to films 0.110 0.19 3.098 .002

Pro-social Behaviour ⟵ watching religious films 

Pro-social Behaviour ⟵ message in the films 

0.144 

0.383 

0.27 

0.32 

3.372 

8.200 

.000

.000
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The findings of this study also show that the influence of films has an effect on pro-social behaviour. Even 
though the study on the effect of films was inclined towards the negative effect, that did not stop Ostrov et al. 
(2006) from conducting a study to identify the relationship between films and pro-social behaviour. The 
longitudinal study of Ostrov et al. (2006) was looking at pre-kindergarten children’s behaviour (aggressive and 
pro-social) and its relationship with exposure of media such as TV, films and videos. The findings showed that 
both media exposures (positive towards learning and positive towards violence) have an effect on the 
respondents. These effects indeed have a significant relationship with the increasing problem of aggressive 
behaviour. This shows that films also play a role in developing positive behaviour. 

Similarly with the watching of religious films variable where it has a significant relationship with pro-social 
behaviour and this shows the role of religion in the movie industry. This is similar to what Hardy & Carlo (2005) 
argued that religiosity has a positive significant relationship with pro-social predictor variable like kindness, 
obedience and altruistic values. Thus, when audience is often exposed to religious values in films, it will have an 
effect on their behaviour. Research on correlation between religion and films is not strange and many researchers 
have done them such as Deacy (2009), Lindvall (2004), Matties (1998) and Flesher & Torry (1998). These film 
researchers and academicians researched on films from the Christian perspective. This study confirms with what 
has been discussed by Smets (2012) that the watching of Islamic concept films exposes the audience to the 
reality and information about Islam. It also enables the audience to visualise the context of life and adherence to 
Islam. When audience is exposed to the films that are inclined towards pro-social values, they may develop the 
same perception and accept the message which will translated into their behaviour. 

Message in the films also show some positive significant relationship with pro-social behaviour. The findings of 
this study shows that goodness messages in films help to influence the behaviour of the audience to be more 
positive. Films may deliver messages which change the audience’s values, attitude and behaviour (Abdullah et 
al., 2009; Mohd Arif et al., 2007). This is similar to what Zalila (2007) said that films could be the main platform 
for young ones (youth) to know about themselves and need to be restructured in terms of content, theme, 
consistent use of Malay language, courtesy and value. Films are the most influential communication media in 
highlighting moral elements and good messages (Suhaina, 2006; Dusuki, 2000).  

Besides that, the correlation coefficient among the three exo-genius pairs of variables show that the correlation 
among the watching of the religious films and messages in the films are moderately strong (watching religious 
films – message in the films: r = .575, C.R. = 13.030, ρ < .05), whereas the other two correlations are weak 
(message in the films – exposure to films: r = .243, C.R. = 6.727, ρ < .05; watching religious films - exposure to 
films: r = .160, C.R. = 4.515, ρ < .05). These show that all the three variables are influencing one and another 
(Table 2). This study has also strengthened the Audience Reception Theory which proves the existence of the 
relationship among the audience itself as Hall (1980) discussed. 

 

Table 2. Coeeficient correlation between exogenius variables 

Variables Correlation S.E C.R ρ 

Message in the films ⟷ Watching religious films  0.575 0.014 13.030 .000 

Exposure to films ⟷ Message in the films 

Exposure to films ⟷ Watching religious films  

0.243 

0.160 

0.014 

0.015 

6.727 

4.515 

.000 

.000 

 

Overall, the analysis of the SEM shows that the values of variance in the endo-genius variable Pro-social 
Behaviour anticipated by the three variables is .269. This shows that 26.9 percent of the variance in the 
pro-social behaviour is anticipated by the three exo-genius variables (watching religious films, message in the 
films and exposure to films). This means that 73.1 percent variance in the variable pro-social behaviour cannot 
be anticipated by the regression model. This variance may be due to unidentified external factors in this study 
(Figure 1). Based on this study, there are other factors not included in this study that may act as main predictors 
which influence the development of pro-social behaviour of respondents. Therefore, it cannot be denied that 
factors like unity of family and peer acceptance may influence results (Wentzel & McNamara, 1999). 

Therefore, based on the findings, this study has proven that religious films have the ability to contribute to 
influence on pro-social behaviour. Even though the percentage of the contributions is low, only 26.9, the 
influential contribution of films is undeniable. The study shows that films have the effect of changing behaviour. 
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B= Exposure to films   C= Message in the films 

D= Watching religious films   E=Pro-socail behaviour 

Figure 1. Regression model that shows the findings of analysis 

 

4. Conclusion 
The influence and effect of films on the audience portray the significant role of films that can cause changes in 
behaviour. Hence, in addition to research done on the negative effects of films, this study has proven that films 
play a role as medium to convey messages for positive effect. Positive behaviour such as pro-social behaviour is 
seen as behaviour that can be conveyed and translated through films. The development of a more harmonious 
community that has all the pro-social values like helping each other, empathy and caring may be sown when 
these films are made to promote pro-social values. 

This study has also proven that there is a significant relationship between the exposure to films, watching 
religious films and message in films with pro-social behaviour. This means that audience should be exposed to 
the films that carry good values to develop positive behaviour. Thus, these values could be uplifted directly 
through religious films that convey them to the community. Although the contribution of these films is only 27 
percent, the community is still in need of these religious films so that more good messages could be delivered to 
them. The more audience is exposed to the religious films, the higher the pro-social behaviour of the people. The 
development of pro-social values is important in shaping young generations to come back to the meaning of life 
in a community through the practising of values like helping each other and caring for one another in Islam. 
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