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Abstract 

Expectancy violations theory attempts to explain one’s reaction when their personal 

space is violated by the unexpected behaviors of one’s peers. It also tries to theorize that 

communication is relative and can result in a positive or negative outcome. In the world of fairy 

tales the human norms are no different and communication is no more so. This paper endeavors 

to isolate expectancy violations in the film Tangled especially in unusual subjects. It also aims at 

the better understanding of this theory in its chosen context. Plot points in this film are explored 

as they change the course of the film and have their bases in this theory. Expectancy violations 

also find their entertainment value in this film; well placed they are aimed to please and entertain 

the younger minds they target. A simple theory whose nuances often escape the general masses 

is put to the test in the subsequent lines. 
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Reel Paper: Tangled Violations 

Expectancy Violations Theory in the Context of the Film “Tangled” 

Film and Theory: A Précis 

 Tangled, a film produced by Walt Disney Animation Studios in the year 2010, is a 

computer animated film. A musical film it is slightly based on the German fairy tale “Rapunzel” 

- a collection of folk tales by the Grimm Brothers. The film tells the story of a lost princess 

(Rapunzel) with long magical hair who yearns to leave her secluded tower. Against her mother’s 

wishes, she enlists the aid of a bandit thief (Eugene aka Rider) to take her out into the world 

which she has never seen before. In this film bandits and ruffians become unlikely friends, a 

palace horse becomes a knight in shining armor and a thief sails away with the princess. A true 

fairy tale spun to entertain. Its box office hit can be attributed to the positive violation of societal 

norms. This theory is evident in the blossoming relationship between Rapunzel and Eugene. It 

also explains how Rapunzel sees her mother in the light of her new adventures. By humanizing 

the palace horse (Maximus) giving it a character and an attitude to match, this theory can be seen 

at play yet again between the horse and the hero. These three relationships will primarily stake 

claim to this paper, their path explored by the expectancy violations theory. This theory is 

nothing more than a link to interpersonal communication; it takes into account behavior, 

credibility, influence and involvement. The three outlying concepts that encircle this theory are 

expectancy, violation valence and communicator reward valence (Griffin, 2008, p. 89). 

Expectancy is nothing more than a prediction of events and violation valence is the positive or 

negative assessment given to a possible violation of an expectation. Communicator reward 

valence on the other hand is the attitude brought into an interpersonal encounter that will 
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determine future actions based on the outcome. These ideas infest any kind of two way 

communication. And hence, the drama unfolds. 

Literature on the Theory 

Dr. Judee Burgoon was born in Ames, Iowa in 1948. She obtained a B.A. in Speech and 

English obtained in 1970 from Iowa State University. She later received her Master’s of Science 

in Speech Communication in 1972 from Illinois State University. Her Ph.D. was in 

Communication and Educational Psychology which was obtained in 1974 at West Virginia 

University. Dr. Burgoon was a professor of Communication at the University of Arizona where 

she taught undergraduate and graduate courses. Her research interests included nonverbal and 

relational communication with emphasis on interpersonal communication processes (University 

of Arizona, 1999). 

 Judee K Burgoon first presented the theory in 1976. It had its bases in nonverbal 

communication and was first coined the name Nonverbal Expectancy Violations Theory. Though 

this theory has its roots in the uncertainty reduction principle, it builds on it as well. Uncertainty 

reduction attempts to “predict and explain how communication is used to reduce the uncertainty 

among people involved in conversations with one another the first time they meet” (Wikipedia, 

2012). Further history on this theory leads us to the study of proxemics (nonverbal behavior 

based on personal space). Anthropologist Edward Hall developed proxemics to explain “people’s 

use of space as an elaboration of culture”. And according to him there are four proxemics zones: 

intimate, personal, social and public, according to the relationship in context (Griffin, 2008, p. 

85). Burgoon later refined the theory and changed its name to its newer version as the realm of 

communication included much more than just nonverbal communication.  
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Core Concepts of this Theory  

Dwelling deeper into the theory, one encounter’s expectancy, violation valence and 

communicator reward valence. Expectancy further takes into account the context, type of 

relationship and characteristics of the other and arrives at a certain expected behavior. Changing 

one of the variables may alter the expectation and a breach of this expectation causes a violation 

valence. A positive or a negative view of the violation tips the scales in favor or otherwise of the 

relationship. Communicator reward valence, finally, is the evaluation of the violation on the part 

of the receiver keeping in “the sum of positive or negative attributes brought forth to the 

encounter” (Griffin, 2008, p. 91). Again this is either positive or negative and the outcome has a 

corresponding future behavior, a potential reward or punishment. EVT builds upon a number of 

communication axioms; at its center is the assumption that humans have competing needs for 

personal space and affiliation (Burgoon, 1978). When that need has been compromised, this 

theory predicts that one will try to do something about it. Hence, metatheoretical assumptions 

like ontological, epistemological, axiological come into play. Ontological assumption or an 

interaction adaptation is a “systematic analysis of how people will adjust their approach when the 

other’s behavior doesn’t mesh” (Griffin, 2008, p. 93).  This analysis results in a decision 

depending on the possible outcome they would like to achieve which may influence the violation 

of an expected behavior. Epistemological assumes that there is one truth.  This assumption is in 

line with the philosopher Immanuel Kant who believed that truth is a duty. This truth is that there 

are norms for all communication activities and if these norms are violated, there will be specific, 

predictable outcomes. “Axiological theory seeks to be value-neutral because the study was done 

empirically and seeks to objectively describe how humans react when their expectations are 

violated” (University of Kentucky, 2001).  
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The Expectancy Violations theory, in conclusion, is a very realistic and functional theory 

because it assumes that there are “universal norm and reactions to violations to those norms”.  It 

also “seeks to predict what the reactions to each violation of norms” will be (University of 

Kentucky, 2001). 

Theory in Film 

 Expectancy violations theory is evident throughout the film, and the first relationship in 

focus is the one shared by Rapunzel and her mother. Gothel, a witch, in an bid to stay young, 

beautiful and healthy kidnaps Rapunzel from her cradle to take possession of her hair’s magic 

potency. She becomes Rapunzel’s mother and caregiver as the baby grows into a young woman. 

Her behavior towards Rapunzel, all polished and sweet is a classic example of interaction 

adaptation where Gothel masks her true nature in anticipation of the use of Rapunzel’s hair if she 

forever remains in Gothel’s care. When Rapunzel wishes to leave her tower in search of a dream, 

Gothel is threatened with exposure and this fear alters her behavior and her true nature seeps 

through for a minute there. She gets angry and shouts “You are not leaving this tower, EVER!” 

These words, from Rapunzel’s point of view are a violation of expected behavior from her 

mother. The violation valence for this as perceived by Rapunzel is negative, and is the precursor 

to her bid for freedom behind her mother’s back. This is also the first plot point of the film where 

the theory is the reason. Gothel comes back to find Rapunzel gone and this violation of expected 

behavior is again tipped negative on the valence scale enforcing Gothel to bring back Rapunzel 

by any means necessary.  

 Eugene Fitzherbert is the real name of bandit thief Flynn Rider. After stealing the crown 

from the palace, in his attempt at freedom he climbs Rapunzel’s tower. Once inside the tower, he 
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is hit on the head by Rapunzel, tied to a chair and relieved of his satchel containing the crown. 

Rapunzel makes a bargain with him, he must take her to see the floating lights and bring her 

back safely and after which she will return his satchel containing the crown back to him. He 

doesn’t agree with her at once, he tries to persuade her otherwise. He even uses his “smoulder 

look” as he calls it, a facial expression decidedly meant to make young ladies swoon. This would 

be axiological because it is value neutral, the facial expression a non-verbal cue has no meaning 

to Rapunzel because she objectively tries to use Eugene at this point, for her options to see the 

floating lights are limited to none if he refuses. It is also the expected behavior; princesses don’t 

fall for bandits who smoulder them. Once the deal is struck and they set out, Rapunzel gets cold 

feet, she is unsure about her decision to see the world and her floating lights. During these 

minutes when her emotions are at war, Eugene tries to persuade her to return back to the tower 

and his satchel. He tries to double cross her without seeing through their bargain. This can be 

classified as expected behavior on his part. He already double-crossed the other thieves he stole 

the crown with, and Rapunzel is vulnerable at the moment. So the characteristics for both are set. 

In context, one can see that he stands to win free and clear if they head back. The type of 

relationship they share has no emotional connection and at this point they are nothing each other. 

His expected behavior reinforces Rapunzel’s decision to see the floating lights. So they set forth 

without further delay.  

A little further into their journey the palace-guards catch up to them. In an effort to flee 

they get caught in a dark cave that is flooding and any moment now they could drown together. 

At this juncture Eugene in a last effort at truth in the face of death reveals his true name. 

Rapunzel for her part reveals that when she sings her hair glows. This moment of truth helps 

them escape sure death, Rapunzel sings and her hair glows and in the light the find a way out of 
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the cave. With certain death ahead, Eugene violates expected behavior and reveals his true self. 

This violation has a positive valence and Rapunzel reciprocates - “Reciprocity is a strong human 

tendency to respond to another’s actions with similar behavior” (Griffin, 2008, p. 93). This act of 

truth on their part has its own reward and they escape. Slowly form this juncture forward their 

relationship takes on new variables, trust and liking and / or love. The type of relationship they 

now share alters expected behavior and alters the course of the film towards end. When Rapunzel 

is captured by Gothel and taken back to the tower, Eugene tries to save her. His expected 

behavior has altered because the variables have changed. Or in other words, he violates his 

expected behavior because the variables have changed.  

The palace horse Maximus, Max for short is in hot pursuit of Eugene. An honorary 

knight, Max dislikes Eugene for obvious reasons. Both of their characters are stellar opposites 

and when they meet sparks fly. After Rapunzel and Eugene escape from the cave, Max catches 

up to them. Max wants to turn Eugene in for his theft, but Rapunzel persuades Max to postpone 

the event for another 24 hours, so that she can get to see the floating lights with the help of 

Eugene in the meantime. Max accepts but accompanies them to keep his eye on Eugene. When 

they walk side by side it is very obvious from their body language that they share an intense 

dislike for the other. Later in the film when Rapunzel dragged back by her mother and Eugene is 

caught for his theft, Max comes to the rescue. This time Max violates expected behavior by 

helping Eugene break out of the prison. Additionally he also helps Eugene in rescuing Rapunzel. 

Hero and horse develop an unusual relationship as each violates expected behavior with a 

positive valence, Max by helping a bandit and Eugene by thinking of somebody other than 

himself. 
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Director’s Message and Theory 

 Unlike most traditional films a director of an animated film seldom has the same role. 

Tangled, directed by Nathan Greno and Byron Howard, is pure entertainment and by appealing 

to all audiences the directors set about the creation of a masterpiece. Like most fairy tales 

Tangled has a princess and a wicked witch, and even then conveys subtle messages of kindness, 

loyalty, togetherness and trust. All of these make or break relationships and that is very much 

evident in the film. Expectancy violations theory steeped in interpersonal communication runs a 

close parallel to the hidden messages in the film and has been effectively used for good results. 

The film’s box office hit may be a hint at its victory but the effort entailed to bring about such a 

success is much more so. It is very apparent throughout the film that theories of interpersonal 

communication have been used for an elegant outcome. Interpersonal communication within the 

characters is as apparent as the subtle communication aimed at the audiences at large. The 

directors have concentrated on making the characters communicate but they have also equally 

concentrated at the films messages across the screen. A classic example of communicator reward 

valence, this film shows that directors have keener knowledge of the receiver and aim said 

messages as expectancies or violations of one to better results. 

 Personal Viewpoint 

              This entire paper has made me see each interpersonal communication with a different set 

of glasses on. They bring a refreshing amount of inner knowledge and deeper understanding of 

messages that get targeted at us. Reading between the lines is knowledge we develop over time 

and referencing cues that aid in interpersonal communication is a close follower. Examining 

relationships and their meaning in a fairy tale setting was both informative and entertaining. In 
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choosing this film I gave myself the opportunity to do two things at the same time. One was the 

analysis of expectancy violations theory and the other was looking for similarities in films with 

real actors. One thing I had that was to my advantage was, in animated films non-verbal cues 

tend to be exaggerated for greater effect making them easy to spot. This is not the case in 

traditional films where actors rarely exaggerate movements. Learning about something and 

putting it to the test are two different things. This paper gave me the opportunity to do the latter 

and I have relished the experience so much so that I may never look at another interpersonal 

communication in the same lackadaisical way I have before. 

Conclusion 

              Every aspect of communication can be compared to expectancy violations theory and if a 

fine tooth comb is taken to the film, one will have the same result. By talking about the theory at 

the beginning, one gets to have intimate knowledge of the theory. By intertwining the theory into 

the film one gets to see the theory in action and better understand its likely results. Some can be 

predicted other not so much. In conclusion, tangled violations strive at untangling the mess that 

is interpersonal communication with a refined lens. 

 “Communication is a choice-driven and strategic behavior” (Burgoon) 

 

 

 

 

 



 REEL PAPER - TANGLED VIOLATIONS                                                                                11 
 

 

References 

Angeli, E., Wagner, J., Lawrick, E., Moore, K., Anderson, M., Soderlund, L., & Brizee, A.  

                 (2010, May 5). General format. Retrieved from  

                 http://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/resource/560/01/ 

Expectancy Violations Theory. (2012, September 12). In Wikipedia: The Free Encyclopedia.  

 Retrieved from http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Expectancy_violations_theory 

Griffin, Em. (2008). A First Look at Communication Theory (7
th

 ed.). New York: Mc-Graw Hill. 

Interpersonal Context. (2001, February 14). In University of Kentucky. Retrieved from  

                   http://www.uky.edu/~drlane/capstone/interpersonal/evt.html 

Keane, Glen., Conli, Roy., & Lasseter, John (Producers). Greno, Nathan., & Howard, Byron  

                  (Directors). (2010, Novenber 14). Tangled [Motion picture]. United States:  

                  Walt Disney Pictures. 

Tangled. (2012, October 11). In Wikipedia: The Free Encyclopedia. Retrieved from 

                   http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tangled 


