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Abstract: Media characters’ physical and psychological traits are crucial for character development
and audience engagement. This study examines East Asian perspectives on the audience’s percep-
tions of the physical appearance and personality, using Eum-Yang biopsychological Sasang theory,
of five characters from the Netflix series “Squid Game”. A total of 221 university students assessed
the traits of five “Squid Game” characters using the Sasang Personality Questionnaire (SPQ) and
a visual Body Mass Index (BMI). ANOVA and Profile Analysis revealed significant and compre-
hensive differences in the SPQ and its subscales (behavior, SPQ-B; cognition, SPQ-C; and emotion,
SPQ-E) as well as BMI among the five drama characters. More specifically, Seong Gi-hun (SGH)
and Han Mi-nyeo (HMN) were So-Yang types (high SPQ, moderate BMI), Cho Sang-woo (CSW) and
Kang Sae-byeok (KSB) were So-Eum types (low SPQ, low BMI), and Jang Deok-su (JDS) was Tae-Eum
type (moderate SPQ, high BMI). Psychological profiling showed two patterns: V-shaped (high SPQ-B,
low SPQ-C, high SPQ-E) for SGH, HMN, and JDS, and A-shaped (low SPQ-B, high SPQ-C, low
SPQ-E) for CSW and KSB. These results contribute to media psychology by highlighting the relevance
of Eum-Yang and Sasang typology for creating and analyzing complex characters, thereby enhancing
global understanding for East Asian biopsychosocial theories.

Keywords: body mass index; drama character; Eum-Yang (Yin-Yang); perceived biopsychological
characteristics; Sasang Personality Questionnaire (SPQ); Sasang typology; Squid Game

1. Introduction

Television dramas offer a rich tapestry of complex characters, each with distinct physi-
cal appearances, psychological traits, and social traits. These attributes are essential not
only for character development but also to engage the audience’s emotional connection;
that is, to create a parasocial relationship to the characters [1–6]. While the Western per-
spective has predominantly influenced character analysis through various psychological
and physiological frameworks, there is a notable absence of studies employing East Asian
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perspectives and understanding of biopsychosocial characteristics, such as the Eum-Yang
(Yin-Yang) theory and Sasang typology [7–10].

The Eum-Yang theory has been used in all East Asian disciplines, including philos-
ophy, psychology, biology, and medicine [9,11,12]. The Eum (Yin) generally represents
femininity, introversion, inhibition, passivity, coldness, closure, and darkness, while Yang
signifies masculinity, extraversion, activation, openness, activity, heat, and light [9]. Re-
cently, the Eum-Yang theory has been reinterpreted as describing the dualistic nature of
biomedical phenomena and used to understand dynamic equilibrium, interdependence,
and complementarity within complex adaptive biopsychological systems [8,9,13,14]. These
two opposite, yet closely tied, characteristics are conceptualized as inhibited (Eum) or
activated (Yang) biopsychological states that can be operationalized using a reliable and
valid clinical tool, namely the Sasang Personality Questionnaire (SPQ) [9,15–18]. The SPQ
(Table 1) provides three subscales, of behavioral attitudes (SPQ-B), cognitive styles (SPQ-C),
and emotional responses (SPQ-E), along with a total score (SPQ-T). A high SPQ-T score
indicates a Yang state characterized by extraversion, sociability, flexibility in cognition,
quick movement, and high emotionality, while a low SPQ-T score indicates a Eum state
characterized by introversion, stability, organization, caution, and minimal behavioral
and emotional changes [9,19]. In other words, the SPQ is a practical tool to understand
television drama characters’ drives and approaches and avoidance motivations in the form
of emotions, cognitions, and behaviors [1,14,20,21].

Table 1. Typical adaptive and maladaptive features of low and high Sasang Personality Questionnaire
(SPQ) subscale score profiles.

SPQ Subscales Adaptive Maladaptive

SPQ-Behavior
High Active, energetic, proactive, expressive, extroverted Hyperactive, impulsive, aggressive, easily affected

Low Stable, calm, disciplined, focused, introverted Passive, avoidant, withdrawn, tired, unable to adapt

SPQ-Cognition
High Flexible thinker, optimistic, intuitive, cool-headed Self-centered, haphazard, moody, uncontrollable

Low Systematic, consistent, meticulous, fair, reasonable Cranky, pessimistic, rigid, ruminative

SPQ-Emotion
High Passionate, engaging, warm, intimate, emotional Unstable, irrational, hostile, hypersensitive, dependent

Low Rational, stable, calm, distant, logical Cold, dispassionate, indifferent, isolated, emotionless

The Sasang typology is a traditional Korean personalized medical typology based
on an understanding of human biopsychological nature within the East Asian Eum-Yang
theory [16]. It explains the unique psychophysiological characteristics of four Sasang types
(Tae-Yang, So-Yang, Tae-Eum, So-Eum). It also suggests methods for disease prevention,
treatment, and rehabilitation using acupuncture and medical herbs specific to each type [22].
Each Sasang type has unique psychophysiological characteristics based on the individual’s
SPQ-T and Body Mass Index (BMI; a clinical indicator of bodily development and obesity
calculated by dividing weight by the square of height and often used as a perceived
physical characteristic) [16,22,23]. For example, So-Yang individuals report high SPQ-T
scores, thus are characterized as extroverts with a muscular body; while So-Eum individuals
report low SPQ-T score, thus are introverts with a relatively lean and small body [15,16].
Tae-Eum individuals, on the other hand, are characterized by a developed and large body,
as measured by the ponderal index (PI) and BMI [24], with psychological characteristics
in between the So-Yang and So-Eum types [18,22]. Interestingly, research shows that the
biopsychological characteristics of three Sasang types (i.e., So-Yang, So-Eum, and Tae-Eum)
are similar to those of the Choleric, Melancholic, and Phlegmatic humoral types described
by Hippocrates and Galen, the Athletic, Asthenic, and Pyknic physique types described
by Kretschmer, the Mesomorph, Ectomorph, and Endomorph somatotypes described by
Sheldon, and the Pitta, Vata, and Kapha doshas of Prakriti within Indian Ayurveda [22].
Thus, the Sasang typology is valid and acknowledged across different cultures.
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1.1. The Perceived Physical and Psychological Characteristics of Media Characters

Previous studies have reported the successful analysis of biopsychological charac-
teristics of fictional characters in children’s animation [1,8] and adult first-person shooter
(FPS) games [20] using the SPQ and BMI, thus extending the usefulness of the SPQ and
BMI beyond the clinical diagnosis of Sasang types [25]. For example, when applied to
characters in the animation “Pororo the Little Penguin”, Pororo (a mood-making penguin
with curiosity and a sense of discovery) and Petty (an outgoing and merry girl penguin
who is good at sports) were found to be typical So-Yang types, while Loopy (a feminine and
shy girl beaver who is good at cooking) was a So-Eum type, and Poby (a polar bear with the
biggest body and a gentle nature) was confirmed as a Tae-Eum type [1]. Similarly, fictional
characters in the game Overwatch, Tracer (a time-jumping pistol-wielding adventurer
with irrepressible energy) was a So-Yang type, Mei (a former climatologist using ice-based
powers) was a So-Eum type, and Zarya (a former weight-lifting world champion using a
particle-based cannon) was confirmed as a Tae-Eum type [20].

Moreover, previous studies have repeatedly reported that BMI reflects unique bodily
characteristics of Sasang type groups [15,25]. So-Yang types exhibited characteristics of a
large and long body shape accompanied by a high Resting Metabolic Rate, a high PI, a
low percentage of skeletal muscle, and good digestive function. In contrast, So-Eum types
showed a slender and lean body shape, with a lower BMI and PI, low Resting Metabolic
Rate, high percentage of skeletal muscle, and low digestive function [22,24,26]. And the
Tae-Eum types were found to have physical characteristics between those of So-Yang and
So-Eum types [26].

While these and other previous studies have successfully demonstrated that the
East Asian Eum-Yang (Yin-Yang) biopsychological theory can be applied to analyze media
characters [8,16,21,27], characters in games or animations have been criticized for lacking re-
alism due to their simplistic narratives and limited interactions among virtual or unrealistic
characters (cf. [28–30]). Therefore, this study aims to analyze the perceived biopsycholog-
ical features of drama characters in a renowned episodic drama [31,32], namely “Squid
Game” (2021), using the methodology of previous studies among characters in games and
animations [1,8,16,20,25]. After all, television dramas present more diverse and complex
characters that are more vividly portrayed by real actors and provide an ideal case for the
current study [6,33–35].

1.2. The Present Study

“Squid Game” (2021) is a South Korean suspense thriller that achieved unprece-
dented success on Netflix, receiving one Golden Globe Award and six Primetime Emmy
Awards [31,32]. The storyline revolves around 456 people in dire socioeconomical situ-
ations who are invited to participate in a secret survival contest with a prize money of
KRW 456 billion (around USD 39 million). The participants play six Korean traditional
children’s games but with life-and-death stakes. The individuals portrayed in the “Squid
Game” managed to garner empathy [31,32] and form parasocial relationships among
viewers with diverse cultural backgrounds [36].

In this study, three male and two female characters of “Squid Game” were utilized
based on their screen time, story significance, and their distinctive physical and psychologi-
cal characteristics (Figure 1). The male characters chosen were the gambler Seong Gi-hun
(SGH, participant #456), the investment fund manager Cho Sang-woo (CSW, #218), and
the gangster Jang Deok-su (JDS, #101), while the female characters were the North Korean
defector Kang Sae-byeok (KSB, #67) and the swindler Han Mi-nyeo (HMN, #212) [31]. We
argue that the global popularity of the series and the distinct physical and psychological
profiles of its characters make it a compelling subject for our aim and analysis [32].

By focusing on these five prominent drama characters from “Squid Game”, this study
aims to determine if assessments of physical and biopsychosocial personality and Sasang
types, as reported by Korean university students using SPQ and BMI, can objectively and
coherently validate these character’s attributes and typology. If so, this research will bridge
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the gap between audience perception and scientific validation of characteristics in television
drama characters. Moreover, by employing BMI and biopsychosocial measures, this study
might demonstrate the applicability and universality of these constructs in a global enter-
tainment context [1,8,20,21,27] and contribute to advance media psychology by enriching
the understanding of East Asian biopsychosocial theories in contemporary settings.
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2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Participants and Procedures

This study was conducted among 221 university students in the Busan metropolitan
area who had previously watched the drama “Squid Game” and who voluntarily chose to
participate. The data collection was conducted from 9 December 2022 to 27 December 2022
after receiving approval from the Pusan National University Institutional Review Board
(PNU IRB/2022_121_HR) in accordance with the Declaration of Helsinki.

To facilitate recall of the five characters biopsychological characteristics, participants
were at first shown video clips featuring each character: Seong Gi-hun (https://youtu.be/
3723jCnjE4g (accessed on 26 December 2022), 3:08~4:10), Cho Sang-woo (https://youtu.
be/LWumOK6_Y6Y (accessed on 26 December 2022), 0:35~1:50), Han Mi-nyeo (https:
//youtu.be/W_OozSyUips (accessed on 26 December 2022), 0:15~1:25), Kang Sae-byeok
(https://youtu.be/z88IiUMcaCE (accessed on 26 December 2022), 6:10~7:20), and Jang
Deok-su (https://youtu.be/cwb4YF9xMj8 (accessed on 26 December 2022), 0:00~1:10) [31].
Subsequently, participants were asked to provide the perceived physical and psychological
features of the five drama characters using SPQ and BMI.

We also collected the participants’ viewership of “Squid Game” (0 episodes, 1–4 episodes,
5–8 episodes, all 9 episodes) and familiarity with each character (Don’t know at all, Don’t
know well, Average, Know, Know very well). Participants who had not watched the drama
(0 episodes) were excluded from the study. The perceived BMI and SPQ of the drama
characters, along with familiarity with characters, gender, and age of participants who
watched all 9 episodes, were used for analysis.

2.2. “Squid Game” and the Five Characters

“Squid Game” (2021), consisting of 9 episodes, is a Korean suspense thriller directed
by Hwang Dong-hyuk and has achieved the highest success on Netflix’s video streaming
platform as of now [31]. It has become Netflix’s most-viewed series, capturing the top spot
in 94 countries, reaching over 142 million member-households and 1.65 billion viewing
hours within its initial four weeks of release.

The series tells the story of a survival game with a prize of USD 39 million, inviting
456 people in dire straits to participate. The drama depicts the story of “social losers”
based on the director’s experiences of economic hardships and class disparities. Using
Korean children’s folk games (Red Light, Green Light, Sugar Honeycombs, Tug-of-War,
Playing Marbles, Glass Stepping Stones, and Squid Game) and addressing contempo-
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rary Korean issues, the drama successfully elicited empathy from audiences of various
cultural backgrounds [31,32,37].

In this study, five drama characters from “Squid game” [31] with similar age ranges
and distinct physical and psychological characteristics were selected based on their screen
time and story importance (Figure 1). The male gambler Seong Gi-hun (SGH, partici-
pant #456), who survives to win the top prize, is emotionally sensitive, burdened by debt,
yet considerate of the weak. Meanwhile, the male investment fund manager Cho Sang-woo
(CSW, #218), childhood friend of SGH, survives to second place thanks to his cold and
calculated demeanor [31]. Kang Sae-byeok (KSB, #67), a female North Korean defector, sur-
vives to third place due to her calm and composed demeanor in each game. Han Mi-nyeo
(HMN, #212), a female swindler, reaches joint sixth place thanks to her emotional and
opportunistic behavior, employing various tricks and methods. Jang Deok-su (JDS, #101), a
male gangster, with his large physique, adeptness in physical combat, and lack of inhibition
towards murder, shares sixth place due to a joint fall caused by HMN.

2.3. Measures
2.3.1. Sasang Personality Questionnaire (SPQ)

The SPQ is a multidimensional psychological test based on Eum-Yang (Yin-Yang)
theory and Confucianism, consisting of 20 items (4-point scale) that measure temperament
or biopsychological characteristics [9,17].

It comprises three subscales of behavioral attitudes (SPQ-B), cognitive styles (SPQ-C),
and emotional reactions (SPQ-E), as well as a total score (SPQ-T) (Table 1). SPQ-B mea-
sures the degree of extraversion, sociability, cooperativeness, activeness, diligence, and
vitality in behavioral attitudes, while SPQ-C assesses independence, flexibility, confidence,
and straightforwardness in cognitive styles, and SPQ-E measures empathy, emotional
sensitivity, emotional intensity, passion, and anxiety [9,14]. Scores on each subscale reflect
unique psychological characteristics, and individuals may exhibit adaptive or maladap-
tive behaviors based on their attitudes towards perceiving and responding to stressful
situations [19,38] (Table 1).

Based on the SPQ-T (i.e., combining all three subscales), individuals can be categorized
into three Sasang types. So-Yang individuals (top 30%) exhibit activated biopsycholog-
ical characteristics, such as being extroverted, sociable, optimistic, quick to react, easily
excitable, and emotionally responsive; So-Eum individuals (bottom 30%) possess inhibited
biopsychological traits, such as introversion, caution, passivity, consistency, organization,
quietness, and stability; and Tae-Eum individuals (middle 40%) are in between So-Yang and
So-Eum types, showing no specific tendency in responsiveness to external stimuli [15,39].

Previous studies have reported the following internal consistency (Cronbach’s alpha)
in adults: SPQ-T = 0.704, SPQ-B = 0.861, SPQ-C = 0.685, and SPQ-E = 0.709. Test–retest reli-
abilities with five-month intervals in high school students were SPQ-T = 0.763, SPQ-B = 0.766,
SPQ-C = 0.727, and SPQ-E = 0.704 [9,15].

2.3.2. Body Mass Index (BMI)

This study presented illustrative images with BMIs ranging from 17.5 to 38.5 at inter-
vals of 3 for males and females (Figure 2). Participants were asked to select the most similar
one for each drama character. The images used were created using the BMI visualizer
(https://bmi.is.tue.mpg.de/ (accessed on 26 December 2022)) [1,8,20].

2.4. Statistical Analysis

For demographic characteristics, the χ2 test was used to analyze participants’ familiar-
ity with the drama characters based on the number of episodes watched and gender. A
t-test was used to analyze age differences between genders.

The differences in physical (BMI) and psychological (SPQ-T) characteristics among
the five drama characters, assessed by the participants, were analyzed using Analysis of

https://bmi.is.tue.mpg.de/
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Variance (ANOVA). Levene’s test was employed to assess the homogeneity of variance,
and Welch’s test or the Games–Howell test was used for post hoc analysis.
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Figure 2. Representative BMI model of male (left) and female (right) characters used for determining
body features from 17.5 to 38.5 with a 3-point interval.

The significant differences in biopsychological profiles (SPQ-B, SPQ-C, and SPQ-E)
among the five drama characters were analyzed using Profile Analysis and ANOVA. In
Profile Analysis, Greenhouse–Geisser correction was applied when Mauchly’s W was
significant, and both Flatness and Parallelism were provided. Levene’s test was used in
ANOVA to assess homogeneity of variance, and Welch’s test or the Games–Howell test was
employed for post hoc analysis.

We used Jamovi 2.4.14 (The jamovi project, https://www.jamovi.org (accessed on
20 February 2024)) for all statistical analysis. The results were presented as mean ± stan-
dard error or frequency (%). Statistical significance levels were set at p < 0.05, p < 0.01,
and p < 0.001.

3. Results
3.1. Demographic Features of Male and Female Viewers

Among the total of 221 participants, data from 195 participants who watched all nine
episodes (Season 1) were used for the analyses in this study (Table S1). While no significant
differences were found in familiarity with drama characters between genders (Table S2),
males (24.4 ± 2.92) and females (21.8 ± 2.22) differed significantly (t = 7.09, p < 0.001) with
regard to age.

3.2. Physical and Psychological Features of the “Squid Game” Characters

The perceived psychological and physical characteristics of the five drama characters
as rated by Korean university students are presented in Figure 3A. The psychological charac-
teristics, measured with the SPQ-T scores, were: SGH = 26.58 ± 3.65, HMN = 26.46 ± 3.18,
JDS = 25.46 ± 4.50, CSW = 23.70 ± 3.76, and KSB = 22.39 ± 4.67. The ANOVA revealed a
significant difference among the five drama characters (F = 39.912, p < 0.001). The post
hoc analysis showed that the drama characters rated as high SPQ-T scorers were SGH,
HMN, JDS, and those rated as low scorers were CSW and KSB. The physical characteristics,
measured with BMI, were: JDS = 31.18 ± 4.21, CSW = 25.72 ± 3.31, SGH = 24.67 ± 3.83,
HMN = 21.29 ± 3.11, and KSB = 18.70 ± 1.86. The ANOVA revealed a significant difference
among the five drama characters (F = 470.379, p < 0.001) and the post hoc analysis showed
significant differences (p < 0.05) between all five drama characters.

https://www.jamovi.org
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SGH: Seong, Gi-hun, CSW: Cho, Sang-woo, Han, HMN: Mi-nyeo, Kang, KSB: Sae-byeok, and JDS:
Jang, Deok-su.

Considering these results (Figure 3A), the “Squid Game” characters could be divided
based on three distinct biopsychological characteristics: SGH and HMN with high SPQ-T
and moderate BMI, CSW and KSB with low SPQ-T and low BMI, and JDS with medium
SPQ-T and high BMI. That is, according to the biopsychological features of each Sasang
type, SGH and HMN could be associated with the So-Yang type characterized by high
SPQ-T and moderate BMI, JDS with the Tae-Eum type characterized by high BMI, and CSW
and KSB with the So-Eum type characterized by low SPQ-T and low BMI.

3.3. Psychological Profile of the “Squid Game” Characters Using SPQ Subscales

Two contrasting psychological profiles were identified based on the three SPQ subscale
scores (Figure 3B): a V-shaped profile (high SPQ-B, low SPQ-C, high SPQ-E) for SGH, HMN,
and JDS, and an A-shaped profile (low SPQ-B, high SPQ-C, low SPQ-E) for CSW and KSB.

Profile Analysis based on the SPQ subscales was used to examine differences in psy-
chological profiles among drama characters. The Greenhouse–Geisser correction was used
since Mauchly’s W was significant (W = 0.698, p < 0.001). Significant differences in psycho-
logical profile were observed between drama characters (Flatness with Greenhouse–Geisser
correction, df = 1.536, F = 37.215, p < 0.001; Parallelism with Greenhouse–Geisser correc-
tion, df = 6.143, F = 231.030, p < 0.001), indicating that the psychological profiles of drama
characters differed significantly.

The ANOVA revealed significant differences between drama characters in each SPQ
subscale score (Figure 3B). Regarding SPQ-B, there was a significant difference among
drama characters (F = 149.441, p < 0.001) and the post hoc tests showed that HMN
(10.84 ± 2.01), SGH (10.58 ± 2.26), and JDS (10.23 ± 2.5) were rated as having high SPQ-B
scores compared to CSW (5.34 ± 2.96) and KSB (5.11 ± 2.90). Significant differences were
found in SPQ-C (F = 35.633, p < 0.001), with post hoc tests showing significant differences
among CSW (11.17 ± 2.04), KSB (10.28 ± 2.53), SGH (7.61 ± 2.23), and HMN (6.87 ± 2.16).
JDS (7.43 ± 2.53) did not differ significantly from SGH and HMN in SPQ-C, but was rated
as significantly lower compared to CSW and higher compared to KSB. Significant differ-
ences were also found between drama characters in SPQ-E (F = 39.912, p < 0.001) with post
hoc tests showing significant differences among HMN (8.75 ± 1.47), SGH (8.39 ± 1.71), JDS
(7.80 ± 1.90), CSW (7.18 ± 1.83), and KSB (7.00 ± 2.20).
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In sum (Figure 3A,B), the complex biopsychological features of each drama character
can be systematically presented using the SPQ subscales of the East Asian biopsychological
Sasang taxonomy.

4. Discussion

In this study, we aimed to bridge the gap between audience perception and scientific
validation of characteristics in television drama characters in a global entertainment context
with the application of an East Asian biopsychosocial theory [1,8,20,21,27]. In short, the
perceived psychological traits and physical appearances of the five drama characters in
“Squid Game” were analyzed, and their distinctive Sasang types (Figure 3A) and compre-
hensive psychosocial profiles (Figure 3B) were successfully presented by employing SPQ
and BMI [31,32].

Firstly, the five drama characters can be objectively categorized into three types of
Sasang typology using SPQ and BMI (Figure 3A), which describes detailed and extensive
psychological and physical attributes [9,15,19,39]. More specifically, SGH and HMN could
be associated with the So-Yang type, characterized by high SPQ-T and moderate BMI,
which manifests as activated biopsychological characteristics such as extroversion, socia-
bility, flexibility in cognition, quick reactions, excitability, and emotional responsiveness.
CSW and KSB could be associated with the So-Eum type, characterized by low SPQ-T
and low BMI, represents inhibited biopsychological traits such as introversion, caution,
passivity, consistency, organization, quietness, and stability, along with a slender and lean
body shape [15,22,24–26]. Additionally, JDS was found to be the only Tae-Eum type, char-
acterized by mid-range SPQ-T and high BMI, representing a large and long body shape
with psychological characteristics in between So-Yang and So-Eum types.

Among the So-Yang types, the emotional SGH emphasizes an adaptive aspect of a
gambler, responding positively to stressful situations, and showing an active demeanor
by caring for marginalized individuals in each game. In contrast, the maladaptive aspect
of swindler was emphasized with HMN, who interprets and reacts negatively to stress,
exhibiting exaggerated behavior and voices, extreme emotional responses, impulsivity,
and irrational actions. Among the So-Eum types, the adaptive aspect of a North Korean
defector is emphasized in KSB, who approaches each game rationally, calmly, and steadily,
while the maladaptive aspect of an investment fund manager is highlighted in CSW, who is
calculated, self-centered, and cold-hearted, betraying colleagues emotionlessly for victory.
JDS, as a Tae-Eum type gangster, frequently displays the maladaptive aspect of a gang
leader, utilizing his large physique to fight and monopolize distributed food [31].

Secondly, the psychological profiles of the five drama characters were illustrated in two
composite profiles using three SPQ subscales, SPQ-B, SPQ-C, and SPQ-E, (Figure 3B). This
enables a more realistic, vivid, and complex portrayal of the drama characters compared
to the flat, shallow, and superficial features of fictional characters seen in animations or
games, allowing viewers to empathize with the drama characters and making the story of
the drama more engaging [3,40].

Drama characters such as SGH and HMN of the So-Yang type, as well as JDS of the
Tae-Eum type, exhibited a V-shaped profile based on the SPQ sub-scales (high SPQ-B, low
SPQ-C, high SPQ-E) in Figure 3B. They are generally in an activated biopsychological state
of Yang, exhibiting extroversion, sociability, quick reactions, and excitability in behavior
and emotions, but their cognitive styles are rather meticulous, showing traits of being
detail-oriented, prone to fussing over small matters, being pessimistic, or being rigid
(Table 1) [9,15,31]. On the other hand, CSW and KSB, classified as So-Eum types, displayed
an A-shaped profile (low SPQ-B, high SPQ-C, low SPQ-E) as shown in Figure 3B. They are
generally in an inhibited biopsychological state of Eum, exhibiting introversion, stability,
logic, and distant characteristics in behavior and emotions, but their cognitive styles
are the opposite, showing traits of being self-centered, adaptable to situations, intuitive,
or cool-headed.
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Indeed, the results of the current study revealed the applicability and generalizability
of East Asian biopsychological theory, Eum-Yang and Sasang typology, in understanding
and validating the attributes of drama characters in a global entertainment context. It
is in line with previous studies showing that popular virtual characters in children’s
animations [1,8] and first-person shooter games [20] can be categorized into Sasang types.
These unique psychological characteristics of Sasang types manifest themselves in adaptive
or maladaptive ways in real-life situations under stress (Table 1).

Protagonists typically exhibit positive, adaptive, and mature traits, displaying hu-
manity and compassion by helping others, which allows the audience to empathize with
and identify with them. In contrast, characters who oppose or must be overcome by the
protagonist tend to display negative, maladaptive, and immature traits, often resorting
to betrayal or manipulation for personal gain [41,42]. The contrast in characteristics, be-
haviors, and narrative roles between adaptive characters such as Seong Gi-hun (SGH)
and Kang Sae-byeok (KSB), and maladaptive characters such as Cho Sang-woo (CSW)
and Han Mi-nyeo (HMN), helps create tension as they face extreme moral dilemmas and
make drastic choices in their fight for survival [38,43]. This dynamic not only provides
compelling storylines intertwined with drama and a sense of reality that immerses the
audience, but also lends coherence to the drama’s plot [19,31,44]. Moreover, it allows the
audience to gain insight into the diverse aspects of human nature and the psychological
changes that emerge under extreme circumstances.

To sum up, this study empirically demonstrates that SPQ and BMI with clinical
validity and efficacy [25] can be utilized not only in analyzing fictional characters of anima-
tions [1,21] and games [20], but also in the systematic illustration of the biopsychological
characteristics of tangible drama actors within complex real-life scenarios. Subsequently,
Eum-Yang and Sasang typology using SPQ and BMI might be useful for creating noble and
immersive drama characters.

Limitations

Firstly, since this study was conducted with Korean university students and a Korean
drama, there is a need to verify this with participants from other cultures, nationalities,
ages, genders, occupations, and television dramas from, for example, India, Anglo-America,
the Middle East, Europe, and the African region [10,33,34]. However, considering that
the methodology used in this study was successfully applied in children’s animations of
Korea [1,21] and FPS games made in the United States [20], similar results are likely to
be observed [27].

Secondly, this study illustrated multidimensional V-shaped and A-shaped psycho-
logical profiles and subsequently exhibited their adaptive or maladaptive psychological
features, which are determined by one’s attitudes toward perceiving and responding to
stressful situations [19]. An empirical examination is needed to determine how adding
psychological maturity (Table 1) to the description of drama characters affects the level of
audience engagement and emotional empathy [38].

Thirdly, there is a need to analyze factors influencing the perceived physical and
psychological characteristics of actors [12,45,46]. For example, actors often change their
body shape, weight, beard, hairstyle, and clothing for new roles, alter their image, switch
genres, introduce method acting, or opt for villainous roles, and pursue changes in the
character’s occupation, socio-economic status, and more. Thus, it is necessary to analyze
in detail the factors that influence the perceived characteristics of actors in relation to the
characters they play in, for example, a television series [47].

5. Conclusions

This study showed that the perceived characteristics of five television drama charac-
ters can be successfully categorized into distinct Sasang types based on their SPQ and BMI
scores, revealing coherent and detailed psychological and physical attributes. This typology
probably enables a more realistic and vivid portrayal of the characters’ biopsychosocial
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features, enhancing the audience’s ability to relate with them and making the drama’s
narrative more engaging. This study not only contributes to the field of media psychology
(see among others [48–50]) by empirically demonstrating the robust nature of East Asian
biopsychosocial theories and their potential utility in various media formats for character
analysis and efficient character design. More importantly, the results also enhance the
understanding of the Eum-Yang and Sasang typology in a global entertainment context [8].
Furthermore, it may also be beneficial to students and professionals with an interest in East
Asian traditional medicine and area studies [1,20,21,27]. Indeed, the study’s methodology
offers a valuable pedagogical tool for teaching students how to evaluate physical and psy-
chological characteristics to gain practical insights into the application of biopsychosocial
measures, enhancing their observational and analytical skills. This approach not only
enriches the educational experience but also fosters a deeper understanding of East Asian
biopsychosocial theories [14].

Supplementary Materials: The following supporting information can be downloaded at: https:
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12. Yurtoğlu, A.; Sonlu, S.; Doğan, Y.; Güdükbay, U. Personality perception in human videos altered by motion transfer networks.

Comput. Graph. 2024, 119, 103886. [CrossRef]
13. Yan, Q. Neuroimmune imbalances and Yin-Yang dynamics in stress, anxiety, and depression. Psychoneuroimmunol. Methods Protoc.

2018, 1781, 77–85. [CrossRef]
14. Lee, S.J.; Park, S.H.; Chae, H. Biopsychological structure of Yin-Yang using Cloninger’s Temperament model and Carver and

White’s BIS/BAS scale. PeerJ 2016, 4, e2021. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
15. Kim, M.S.; Hwang, Y.; Park, S.J.; Lee, J.; Kim, J.; Lee, S.J.; Chae, H. Systematic Review on the Use of Sasang Personality

Questionnaire in Traditional Korean Medicine. Korean Soc. Orient. Neuropsychiatry 2021, 32, 167–184. [CrossRef]
16. Chae, H.; Lee, S.; Lee, S.J. Can Data-Driven Analysis Demonstrate the Plausibility of Traditional Medical Typology? J. Orient.

Neuropsychiatry 2021, 32, 303–320. [CrossRef]
17. Ministry of Health and Welfare; Committee for New Health Technology Assessment; National Evidence-Based Healthcare

Collaborating Agency. Sasang Personality Questionnaire; National Evidence-based Healthcare Collaborating Agency: Seoul,
Republic of Korea, 2023.

18. Jung, S.-A. Psychological typology of Sasang medicine. Integr. Med. Res. 2015, 4, 10–19. [CrossRef]
19. Lee, S.J.; Kim, S.-R.; Han, S.Y.; Lee, Y.J.; Chae, H. Is the cognitive emotion regulation strategy related to Yin-Yang personality

traits? Eur. J. Integr. Med. 2019, 26, 24–30. [CrossRef]
20. Chae, H.; Lee, S.J. Can the biopsychological feature of Overwatch characters be perceived differently depending on the gamers?

eSports Stud. 2021, 3, 1–14.
21. Mailee, H.; Sonlu, S.; Güdükbay, U. Personality expression in cartoon animal characters using Sasang typology. Comput. Animat.

Virtual Worlds 2023, 34, e2164. [CrossRef]
22. Lee, S.J.; Park, S.H.; Cloninger, C.R.; Kim, Y.H.; Hwang, M.; Chae, H. Biopsychological traits of Sasang typology based on Sasang

personality questionnaire and body mass index. BMC Complement. Altern. Med. 2014, 14, 1–10. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
23. Kim, T.Y.; You, S.E.; Ko, Y.S. Association between Sasang constitutional types with obesity factors and sleep quality. Integr. Med.

Res. 2018, 7, 341–350. [CrossRef]
24. Lee, M.S.; Sohn, K.; Kim, Y.H.; Hwang, M.W.; Kwon, Y.K.; Bae, N.Y.; Chae, H. Digestive system-related pathophysiological

symptoms of Sasang typology: Systematic review. Integr. Med. Res. 2013, 2, 39–48. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
25. Chae, H.; Hwang, Y.; Kim, M.S.; Baek, Y.; Jeong, K.; Lee, J.; Lee, S.; Lee, S.J. Study on the Sasang type diagnosis using objective

biopsychological measures. J. Sasang Const. Med. 2021, 33, 1–13. [CrossRef]
26. Park, J.; Lee, S.; Lee, Y.; Lee, J.; Chae, H. Resting Metabolic Rate for Diagnosing Tae-Eum Sasang Type and Unraveling the

Mechanism of Type-Specific Obesity. Diagnostics 2023, 13, 672. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
27. Sung, W.O.; Song, M.J.; Chung, K.W. Applying Sasang Typology Theory to Robot Appearance Design. In Proceedings of the

RO-MAN 2007—The 16th IEEE International Symposium on Robot and Human Interactive Communication, Jeju, Republic of Korea,
26–29 August 2007; pp. 1066–1071.

28. Jin, S.-A.A. Parasocial Interaction with an Avatar in Second Life: A Typology of the Self and an Empirical Test of the Mediating
Role of Social Presence. Presence Teleoper. Virtual Environ. 2010, 19, 331–340. [CrossRef]

29. Mousas, C.; Anastasiou, D.; Spantidi, O. The effects of appearance and motion of virtual characters on emotional reactivity.
Comput. Hum. Behav. 2018, 86, 99–108. [CrossRef]

30. Zibrek, K.; Kokkinara, E.; McDonnell, R. The Effect of Realistic Appearance of Virtual Characters in Immersive Environments—Does
the Character’s Personality Play a Role? IEEE Trans. Vis. Comput. Graph. 2018, 24, 1681–1690. [CrossRef]

31. Anonymous. Squid Game. Available online: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Squid_Game (accessed on 20 February 2024).
32. Heo, M.-S. International Research Trends on Netflix’s Killer Content Squid Game: A Systematic Literature Review. J. Digit.

Contents Soc. 2023, 24, 713–723. [CrossRef]
33. Wühr, P.; Lange, B.P.; Schwarz, S. Tears or fears? Comparing gender stereotypes about movie preferences to actual preferences.

Front. Psychol. 2017, 8, 428. [CrossRef]
34. Lange, B.P.; Wühr, P.; Schwarz, S. Of Time Gals and Mega Men: Empirical findings on gender differences in digital game genre

preferences and the accuracy of respective gender stereotypes. Front. Psychol. 2021, 12, 657430. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
35. Krakowiak, K.M.; Tsay, M. The role of moral disengagement in the enjoyment of real and fictional characters. Int. J. Arts Technol.

2011, 4, 90–101. [CrossRef]
36. Ahmed, W.; Fenton, A.; Hardey, M.; Das, R. Binge Watching and the Role of Social Media Virality towards promoting Netflix’s

Squid Game. IIM Kozhikode Soc. Manag. Rev. 2022, 11, 222–234. [CrossRef]
37. Collins, P.H. Another Kind of Public Education: Race, Schools, the Media, and Democratic Possibilities; Beacon Press: Boston, MA, USA, 2009.
38. Chae, H.; Park, S.H.; Garcia, D.; Lee, S.J. Cloninger’s TCI associations with adaptive and maladaptive emotion regulation

strategies. PeerJ 2019, 7, e7958. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
39. Lee, S.J.; Han, S.Y.; Kim, H.Y.; Choi, M.H.; Chae, H. Yin-Yang Temperament and Psychopathological Behavior in Middle School

Students. J. Orient. Neuropsychiatry 2017, 28, 61–72. [CrossRef]

https://doi.org/10.1037/ppm0000398
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1740-8784.2011.00221.x
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cag.2024.01.013
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-4939-7828-1_5
https://doi.org/10.7717/peerj.2021
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/27231654
https://doi.org/10.7231/jon.2021.32.3.167
https://doi.org/10.7231/JON.2021.32.4.303
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.imr.2014.12.004
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.eujim.2019.01.004
https://doi.org/10.1002/cav.2164
https://doi.org/10.1186/1472-6882-14-315
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/25164072
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.imr.2018.06.007
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.imr.2013.04.001
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/28664053
https://doi.org/10.7730/JSCM.2021.33.2.1
https://doi.org/10.3390/diagnostics13040672
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/36832160
https://doi.org/10.1162/PRES_a_00001
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2018.04.036
https://doi.org/10.1109/TVCG.2018.2794638
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Squid_Game
https://doi.org/10.9728/dcs.2023.24.4.713
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2017.00428
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2021.657430
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/34040565
https://doi.org/10.1504/IJART.2011.037772
https://doi.org/10.1177/22779752221083351
https://doi.org/10.7717/peerj.7958
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/31660279
https://doi.org/10.7231/jon.2017.28.2.061


Behav. Sci. 2024, 14, 907 12 of 12

40. Eden, A.; Oliver, M.B.; Tamborini, R.; Limperos, A.; Woolley, J. Perceptions of Moral Violations and Personality Traits Among
Heroes and Villains. Mass. Commun. Soc. 2015, 18, 186–208. [CrossRef]

41. Potter, W.J. Media Effects; SAGE Publications: Washington DC, USA, 2012.
42. Eden, A.; Grizzard, M.; Lewis, R.J. Disposition development in drama: The role of moral, immoral and ambiguously moral

characters. Int. J. Arts Technol. 2011, 4, 33–47. [CrossRef]
43. O’Meara, R. Changing the way we think about character change in episodic television series. J. Screenwrit. 2015, 6, 189–201.

[CrossRef]
44. Hu, Y.; O’Toole, A.J. First impressions: Integrating faces and bodies in personality trait perception. Cognition 2023, 231, 105309.

[CrossRef] [PubMed]
45. Koppensteiner, M. Motion cues that make an impression: Predicting perceived personality by minimal motion information. J. Exp.

Soc. Psychol. 2013, 49, 1137–1143. [CrossRef]
46. Davison, W.P. The Third-Person Effect in Communication. Public Opin. Q. 1983, 47, 1–15. [CrossRef]
47. Slater, M.D.; Rouner, D. Entertainment-Education and Elaboration Likelihood: Understanding the Processing of Narrative

Persuasion. Commun. Theory 2006, 12, 173–191. [CrossRef]
48. Rubin, A.M.; Perse, E.M. Audience Activity and Television News Gratifications. Commun. Res. 1987, 14, 58–84. [CrossRef]
49. Schramm, H.; Wirth, W. Exploring the paradox of sad-film enjoyment: The role of multiple appraisals and meta-appraisals.

Poetics 2010, 38, 319–335. [CrossRef]
50. Sherry, J.L. The Effects of Violent Video Games on Aggression: A Meta-Analysis. Hum. Commun. Res. 2001, 27, 409–431. [CrossRef]

Disclaimer/Publisher’s Note: The statements, opinions and data contained in all publications are solely those of the individual
author(s) and contributor(s) and not of MDPI and/or the editor(s). MDPI and/or the editor(s) disclaim responsibility for any injury to
people or property resulting from any ideas, methods, instructions or products referred to in the content.

https://doi.org/10.1080/15205436.2014.923462
https://doi.org/10.1504/IJART.2011.037768
https://doi.org/10.1386/josc.6.2.189_1
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cognition.2022.105309
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/36347653
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jesp.2013.08.002
https://doi.org/10.1086/268763
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2885.2002.tb00265.x
https://doi.org/10.1177/009365087014001004
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.poetic.2010.03.002
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2958.2001.tb00787.x

	Introduction 
	The Perceived Physical and Psychological Characteristics of Media Characters 
	The Present Study 

	Materials and Methods 
	Participants and Procedures 
	“Squid Game” and the Five Characters 
	Measures 
	Sasang Personality Questionnaire (SPQ) 
	Body Mass Index (BMI) 

	Statistical Analysis 

	Results 
	Demographic Features of Male and Female Viewers 
	Physical and Psychological Features of the “Squid Game” Characters 
	Psychological Profile of the “Squid Game” Characters Using SPQ Subscales 

	Discussion 
	Conclusions 
	References

