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Abstract. This paper examines the issue of how relying on one star and one
character to carry a film franchise affects the franchise's capacity to follow
up with sequels, retain the interest of the licensee, and the feelings of the
audience in the long run, using the Pirates of the Caribbean franchise as a
focal point. There were two SPSS quantitative analyses. The former was a
multiple linear regression of a cross-franchise sample of 35 movies in five
major Hollywood franchises that tested whether star continuity was
indicative of IMDb audience scores, controlling for production budget and
release year. Findings indicated that star continuity has been the statistically
significant predictor, and the model could explain 24.9 percent of the
audience score variance. The second analysis was an interrupted time-series
regression. The posttrial dummy variable yielded the negative coefficient in
the anticipated direction. The results help conclude that star continuity is a
significant factor of audience reception, yet reputational crises have complex,
difficult-to-isolate effects that accumulate over time. They are suggested
practical techniques to use in studios, such as diversification of character
portfolios, contract management, and narrative soft reboots.

1 Introduction

When the first Pirates of the Caribbean movie was released in 2003, not many people thought
that a theme park ride would become a multi-billion-dollar movie franchise in Hollywood
history. The series commanded a global box office of over $5 billion in over five movies. By
the very beginning of the 2020s, however, the franchise was frozen still - nothing new was
in production, a reboot was languishing in development, and a previously popular lead actor
was no longer involved with the property at all. Pirates of the Caribbean is a tale of what
occurs when a franchise puts everything on one man. This paper poses a narrow question,
which is trying to explain the impact of over-dependence on one star or character on the
viability of the sequel of a film franchise, the licensing sustainability, and the viewer's feeling.
Moreover, this paper will also explore the aspect of Pirates of the Caribbean reflect the
conflict of value one star generates and the risk they present. To provide answers to these
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questions, this research employs real quantitative content and two statistical tests performed
in SPSS, which is based on the scholarly literature on the branding of celebrities, franchise
economics, and audience behaviour.

Three key terms must be defined before proceeding. Sequel viability is defined as the
indicators that a studio will greenlight the next film: the box office revenue, audience ratings,
and the length of the gap between films. Licensing stability is a measure of how the
population remains excited about a franchise brand over the years, which is estimated using
Google Trends search data, which previous research has demonstrated to be a valid proxy for
consumer interest in entertainment brands [1]. Audience sentiment is the overall sentiment
of the general population regarding a franchise at a particular time and is quantified by IMDb
and Rotten Tomatoes audience scores.

Three testable hypotheses guide this study: firstly, films with star continuity (same lead
actor as the previous instalment) will have significantly higher IMDb audience scores than
films without it. Secondly, the 2022 Depp—Heard trial will be associated with a statistically
significant decline in Google Trends search interest for the Pirates of the Caribbean franchise.
Lastly, Budget and release year, when controlled for statistically, will reduce but not
eliminate the effect of star continuity on audience scores.

The hypotheses are based on a solid literature on the role of celebrities as brand assets.
Simon and Cambefort demonstrated that consumer perceptions of brands with which
endorsers are associated are directly affected by the social status of the endorsers, whereas
Um established that the transfer effect is enhanced by the parasocial relationship that viewers
develop with celebrities [2, 3]. In the context of film franchises, it implies that the more
viewers relate to an actor, the higher their likelihood to enjoy the films and merchandise of
that actor, theme parks, and cultural goods related to the latter [4]. This reasoning was applied
to the context of the cinematic universe by Papp-Vary and Ronky, who demonstrated the
tight integration of the character brand equity with the identity of actors in the context of
franchising [5]. The threat posed by this is obvious: in case the image of the actor declines,
so do the brands of the character, as well as the commercial ecosystem around the franchise
[6]. The Pirates of the Caribbean series provides a very rare, clear-cut example of this
dynamic. Captain Jack Sparrow, whom Johnny Depp played, has become so unique and so
much a part of the franchise that one can hardly imagine the series without him. His exit after
the 2020-2022 legal actions gave rise to a natural experiment: how does the public profile of
a franchise look when the star of the franchise is abruptly removed.

2 Analysis

2.1 Dataset and analytical approach

Two separate datasets were used, each addressing a different hypothesis. The first dataset
consisted of 35 movies based on five large Hollywood franchises, viz. Pirates of the
Caribbean (5 movies), Mission: Impossible (7 movies), Fast and Furious (10 movies),
Transformers (6 movies), and Jurassic (7 movies). These franchises were chosen since they
are structurally similar, they have all been in operation over several decades, and have each
had periods of continuity and upheaval in their cast, making them their proper points of
comparison. In both movies, the following variables were noted; worldwide box office gross
(in USD millions), budget spent on production (in USD millions), IMDb audience rating on
the 0-10 scale, Rotten Tomatoes audience rating as a percentage, year of release, and a binary
star continuity scale (coded 1 when the movie is a continuation of the last one and 0 when it
is a recast or recast and a new lead character). This data was utilized in the multiple linear
regression of H1 and H3.
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The second dataset consisted of Google trend indexes of 2004-2024, which are annual
data regarding search interest of the phrase Pirates of the Caribbean on a normalized scale of
0-100. In SPSS, a dummy variable named posttrial, which is used to denote the year after the
trial, was calculated with 1 representing 2022, 2023, and 2024 and 0 for pre-2022 years. The
regression of H2 using interrupted time-series was carried out using this dataset.

2.2 Descriptive statistics

Before running the regression models, SPSS produced descriptive statistics for all variables.
Table 1 summarizes these for the film dataset.

Table 1. Descriptive Statistics — Film Dataset (N = 35)

Variable Mean Std. Deviation N

IMDDb Audience Score (0-10) 6.68 0.730 35
Star Continuity (1 = Yes, 0 = No) 0.77 0.426 35
Production Budget (USD M) 169.94 78.252 35
Release Year 2010.83 8.276 35

The mean IMDb audience ratings of all 35 movies stood at 6.68, and 77 percent of the
movies-maintained continuity, meaning that most movies kept the same lead actor in the
successive instalments. It had an average production budget of about 70 million, which
matched the blockbuster size of the involved franchises. In the case of the Google Trends
dataset, the average PotC Search Index was 40.43 (SD = 21.59) based on 21 annual data
points, and the posttrial dummy variable had a mean of 0.14, which is the small share of post-
2022 observations.

2.3 Correlations

The Pearson correlation coefficients were generated before the regression using SPSS. The
most significant result of the correlation table was that the continuity of the stars and the
audience score of IMDb showed a significant positive correlation (r =.446, p =.004, one-
tailed), indicating that the audience score of the films with the same leading actor was
expected to be significantly higher. It is a good and statistically significant bivariate
correlation. Production budget did not respond significantly to audience scores (r =-.101, p
=.281). Release year did not show a significant and positive relationship (r = .250, p =.074),
indicating that more recent movies in the sample would have scored lower, but this was only
slightly significant. Notably, no drastic issue with multicollinearity was observed: though the
production budget correlated with the release year (r =.589), correlations with star continuity
between them were low (.103 and.202, respectively), and therefore, the predictors could be
included in the model simultaneously with a minimal distortion (As shown in Table 2).

Table 2. Pearson Correlation Matrix — Film Dataset (** p < .01 (one-tailed)

Variable IMDb Score | Star Continuity | Budget (USD M) R;:{l::rse
IMDb Audience Score 1.000 A446%* —-.101 —-.250
Star Continuity A446%* 1.000 202 —.103
Production Budget (USD M) —-.101 202 1.000 589%*
Release Year —.250 —.103 589%* 1.000
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2.4 Sequel viability: multiple regression results

Multiple linear regression was conducted in SPSS in which the dependent variable was the
IMDb Audience Score, and the explanatory variables included: Star Continuity, Production
Budget, and Release Year. There were no missing values, and the total number of 35 films
was included.

Table 3. Model Summary and ANOVA — Multiple Regression

Statistic Value
R 499
R Square 249
Adjusted R Square 176
Std. Error of the Estimate .662
F (df1 =3, df2 =31) 3.417
Sig. (p-value) .029

As shown in Table 3, the model was significant (F (3, 31) = 3.417, p =.029), the
combination of the three predictors accounted for a significant percentage of the variance in
the audience scores. The value of R2 of .249 means that the model explains about 25 percent
of the variation in IMDDb audience scores. The adjusted R2 of 0.176 is less liberal and captures
the number of predictors in relation to the sample size and proves that the model has actual
explanatory power despite controlling for the complexity.

Table 4. Regression Coefficients — Predicting IMDb Audience Score (0-10)

Predictor B Std. Error | Beta (B) t Sig. (p)
(Constant) 30.355 35.445 — 0.856 .398
Star Continuity (1=Yes, 0=No) | 0.779 0.284 0.455 2.748 .010
Production Budget (USD M) | —0.001 0.002 -0.113 | —0.555 .583
Release Year —0.012 0.018 —0.136 | —0.677 .503

According to Table 4, the findings are clear and interpretable. The only statistically
significant predictor in the model was star continuity (B = 0.779, b = 0.455, t = 2.748, p
=.010). It implies that movies in which the lead actor was the same as in the last instalment
got an average score of 0.779 on the IMDD scale, or almost an entire point higher than movies
in which the lead actor was different, a difference of almost one point on a 10-point scale.
Standardized beta of 0.455 informs us of a moderately high effect relative to each other; the
effect of star continuity is by far the most significant in the model.

There was no significant change in the production budget on the audience scores (B = -
0.001, p = .583), i.e., the more a film spent, the lower the audience scores. The fact that
audiences do not just reward expensive films is a valuable and counterintuitive discovery.
Release year was also not significant (B =-0.012, p =.503), but the negative value is also in
line with the hypothesis that franchise fatigue is more likely to occur with time. H1 is
completely upheld star continuity is a strong predictor of audience scores. H3 is partly
accepted: the effect of budget and year was not significant in controlling the presence of the
star continuity effect, which proves that it is independent; still, budget and year in themselves
were not significant, which is an informative null result.

Considering Pirates of the Caribbean in this context: the five movies continued to have
the same star in them (Johnny Depp), but the franchise still experienced a progressive drop
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in the box office performance (trilogy about 94M on average) to the fourth and fifth movies
(94M). The number of years between the movies increased three- to sixfold. It implies that
even the case of a perfect star continuity cannot, in the long run, maintain the attention of the
audience in case the storyline becomes stale, a subtlety that the regression model represents
by the negative coefficient with a marginal value towards the year of release [7].

2.5 Licensing stability

The second analysis was whether the 2022 Depp-Heard defamation case was related to a
statistically significant reduction in the search popularity of Google Trends of the Pirates of
the Caribbean franchise. The sample was 21 years of annual data, 2004-2024. A regression
was performed, and instead of the independent variables, the posttrial dummy (0 = pre-2022,
1 = 2022 onwards) was taken as the independent variable, and PotC Search Index was the
dependent variable (Shown in Table 5 below).

Table 5. Model Summary and ANOVA — Interrupted Time-Series

Statistic Value
R 338
R Square 114
Adjusted R Square .067
Std. Error of the Estimate 20.853
F (dfl =1,df2=19) 2.445
Sig. (p-value) 134

Moreover, Table 6 focusing on the Predicting PotC Search Index, coefficient of the posttrial
result was B = -20.333, that is, during 2022-2024, the average search index of the franchise
was about 20 points lower than during the years before the trial. This is the direction of the
effect that H2 forecasted, which is negative post-controversy. The standardized beta was
-.338, and this is a moderate effect size. Nonetheless, it was not statistically significant (p
=.134), so we cannot exclude the possibility that the observed decrease was a case of chance.

Table 6. Regression Coefficients — Predicting PotC Search Index

Predictor B Std. Error | Beta (B) t Sig. (p)
(Constant) 43.333 4915 — 8.816 .000
posttrial (0 = pre-2022, 1 =2022+) | —20.333 13.004 —.338 —1.564 .134

This insignificant finding is worth consideration but not dismissal. The primary fact that
could make the result not significant is a statistical one: only three posttrial data points (2022,
2023, 2024) are compared to 18 pre-trial data points. Having such a small post-intervention
sample, the model has no statistical power to identify a real effect in case such exists. This
uncertainty is directly reflected in the standard error on the posttrial coefficient (13.004),
which is very large in comparison to the coefficient (-20.333). The interest in search had
already been on a downward trend since the peak in 2007 of the franchise, so the posttrial
period is already inheriting a downward trend. It is statistically challenging to separate the
trial effect and general franchise decay when the data is only available on an annual basis,
and the post-period is short. These are known shortcomings of interrupted-time series designs
having small post-intervention windows (Madongo et al., 2026). H2 is hence partially
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accepted in direction but not in statistical significance, and the null finding should be taken
to be inconclusive and not as an indication that the hypothesis is rejected.

2.6 Audience sentiment across the franchise

In addition to the official regression tests, it is interesting to discuss the course of audience
sentiments in Pirates of the Caribbean by itself. The audience score at Rotten Tomatoes
dropped to 68% in 2007 with At World's End (2007) and has partially recovered to 72% in
2011 with On Stranger Tides (2011) but has stabilized at 79 in 2017 with Dead Men Tell No
Tales (2017). This is a comparatively low range, approximately 15 percentage points across
the five films, indicating that viewers continued to hold a very positive opinion of the
franchise as the critics got more hostile as the years went on. The audience scores did not
reflect the more significant sentiment shift at all: it occurred behind the scenes, in the
discourse of social media and the perception of Johnny Depp by the audience after the legal
proceedings of 2020-2022.

The studies of the failure of celebrity endorsements have revealed that once a parasocial
connection is broken in a reputational incident, the restoration of audience trust is slow and
weak [2, 3]. This trend is also reflected in the failure of the franchise to progress, as the reboot
is allegedly halted as 0f 2023. There is a real dilemma facing the studios: keeping Depp would
incur reputational costs that would be passed onto the franchise, but without keeping him,
they would lose the character identity that audiences would associate with it [8]. This
character brand equity versus celebrity risk is what the present paper has set out to investigate,
and the available data indicate that this is a reality, with its consequences. It is not going to
go away.

3 Solutions

Three action plans are suggested regarding the quantitative findings and theoretical literature
for studios that are dealing with high-star dependency franchises.

3.1 Character portfolio architecture

The long-term answer to star dependency is to base franchises on ensemble and story worlds
as opposed to individual characters. The regression statistics indicated that star continuity -
retaining the same lead - is a strong predictor of audience scores, which implies audiences do
not dismiss familiarity. Familiarity does not, however, necessarily mean one person. The
Marvel Cinematic Universe (MCU) proves this rule on a large scale: Iron Man was replaced
in Avengers: Endgame, but it was not missed since the whole ensemble had been developed
over well over a decade [5]. In the case of Pirates of the Caribbean, this would have involved
making the many secondary characters (Barbossa, Will Turner, Elizabeth Swann) lead
characters in a succession of films, to spread the identity of the franchise through a cast
instead of a single actor. A studio creating such a character portfolio will no longer be
exposed to the personal risk of any one actor without the audience continuity, which the data
display cares about in terms of scores.

3.2 Contractual and insurance risk management

The reputational risk that is related to stars should be handled by the studios as they do the
physical production risk: contracts, contingencies, and insurance. Talent contracts have
morality clauses, which are typically generic and hardly ever practiced until an emergency is
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found to have taken place. A stronger measure would be to have specific behavioural limits
that are pre-determined and associated with certain licensing and sequel requirements. In
addition to contracts, brand-disruption insurance, a type of insurance that provides
compensation in cases where an individual who is a star declines in their public image
exceeding a quantifiable limit, is a commercially feasible product that has become a frequent
option considered within the industry [6]. More importantly, studios must also base their
licensing agreements on the franchise brand entity as opposed to the individual actor: theme
park attractions, merchandise lines, and promotion partnerships must be legally property of
Pirates of the Caribbean as a world, and not of Captain Jack Sparrow as played by whichever
actor. This division of structure allows studios to shift lead actors freely without creating a
point of discontinuity in licensing.

3.3 Narrative De-centring

A soft reboot plan lets a studio maintain the previous narrative continuity, including the
audiences who liked the original one. It gives the innovations a set of new characters able to
take the franchise to the next stage without any connections to the original. This is unlike a
hard reboot, which removes continuity and has the potential to disenfranchise old fans. The
trick here is to have the world, mythology, and setting of the franchise as the anchor and not
its characters. Studies of film-induced tourism and destination branding have demonstrated
that the audiences may get strongly attached to story worlds - environment, aesthetic, and
mythology - that are not tied to an individual character or actors [9, 10]. In Pirates of the
Caribbean, the Caribbean world, the supernatural mythology, and the swashbuckling are also
assets that the franchise owns, irrespective of the lead actor. The creation of a new story
within this world, with attention and led in by a bridging instalment, which would move but
not wipe out, would retain the value of licensing but reduce star dependency in the future.

3.4 Discussion

Based on real data that was analysed in SPSS, two inferential statistical tests were used to
provide answers that are subtle yet understandable enough to be taken into action. Multiple
regression analysis of 35 movies in five franchises gave a statistically significant model (F
(3,31)=3.417, p = .029, R2 =.249). In that model, the only predictor that was significant
was star continuity (B =0.779,b = 0.455, p=.010). This validates H1: viewers provide scores
that are significantly higher when the same protagonist is used in one sequel or the other. The
impact was strong on the introduction of the budget and release year as controls, and the two
variables did not have significant independent effects of their own. H3 is consequently
partially confirmed: the variable of star continuity was important after adjusting for the other
variables, but the variables of budget and year were not important predictors in themselves.
The practical implication is that investing more in a movie is not a sure way to enhance the
reception of the movie by the audience, whereas retaining a popular co-star is.

The interrupted time-series regression of Google Trends data yielded a negative
coefficient of the posttrial period (B = -20.333, b = -.338), which corresponds with the
prediction of H2 that interest in Google franchising would decrease after the 2022 Depp-
Heard trial. Nevertheless, the outcome was not statistically significant (p =.134), and H2
cannot be proved at standard levels. This could be best explained by the fact that there is not
enough statistical power: three posttrial data points do not allow the model to differentiate a
real trial effect and a random year-to-year variation. It is a drawback of the design, which
may not necessarily indicate that the effect does not exist. The decrease in search interest by
20 points is meaningfully significant, and a more extended follow-up with monthly data
instead of annual data would probably result in a better outcome.
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Considering Pirates of the Caribbean in particular, the data make a lot of sense. The
franchise had the fortune of a charismatic and unique star presence, which the audience gave
high scores of more than average in five films. Simultaneously, the same reliance led to
vulnerability. Once the off-screen behaviour of the star turned into a national scandalous
event, the franchise lacked any organizational strength to sustain the impact. The search
interest dropped, the re-launch faltered, and the brand went into a limbo. Moreover, this is
exactly the trend which the literature on celebrity endorsement predicts, and both analyses
provide empirical evidence on the same.

There are several limitations that should be considered. The number of films that were
used in the film dataset is not quite large (35 films), and the five franchises used in the film
are not representative of the entire production of Hollywood. The star continuity variable is
a rough binary scale, which fails to rank degrees of star prominence and ensemble dynamics.
The analysis of Google Trends takes annual data as opposed to monthly, which lowers the
precision, and the posttrial window spans only three years, which is not a significant power
issue as stated above. Neither the regression models nor the marketing expenditure, critic
scores, or streaming availability are included in the regression models, and it is assumed that
the three factors affect the audience reception.

These gaps should be addressed in future studies. Artificial intelligence-based studies to
examine sentiments in social media about franchise movies may offer more detailed and
complex indices of audience sentiment than the scores of IMDDb by itself [11, 12].

4 Conclusion

In conclusion, the purpose of this paper was to answer to a particular question, which is how
the overdependence on one star or character influences the viability of the sequel of a
franchise, the stability of licensing, and the sentiments of the audience. Building on these
findings, the results indicate that while star continuity improves audience reception, it also
introduces long-term structural risks to franchise sustainability. This highlights the need to
further examine how such dependencies evolve over time and whether strategies like soft
reboots can effectively mitigate these risks. By longitudinally tracking the search interest and
merchandise income during a greater post-reboot period, researchers could have determined
whether soft reboot strategies indeed are able to regain brand equity or postpone further
deterioration. This could also be tested by experimental designs based on the willingness of
the audience to accept recanted leads in different conditions of prior parasocial attachment,
as the evidence of the threshold beyond which character brand equity is independent of the
actor identity. The importance of the question, as this work shows, is that the financial
interests of star dependency in big franchise cinema are huge, and the instruments to examine
it in an academic manner, quantitative and theoretical, are present and can be applied.
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