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Abstract

Parasocial relationships refer to a perceived relationship between a television viewer
and their favourite character. The relationship occurs when a viewer misinterprets a
character’s scripted actions as an interaction directed towards them, despite no
physical interaction occurring. Some literature suggests that this relationship may
protect a fan from negative mental health outcomes, but it is currently unclear if there
are discernible benefits that stem from television viewing. The current study aimed to
examine the role parasocial relationships may play in relieving feelings of loneliness
related to low self-esteem. This was measured through an online Qualtrics survey
distributed across four English-speaking countries. Participants were asked to identify
how closely they related to their favourite television character, what their main reason
for watching television was and how they rank their current self-esteem and level of
loneliness. The main method of analysis used was a mediation model to determine if
parasocial relationships could mediate the relationship between loneliness and self-
esteem. Unfortunately, there were no statistically significant findings in the mediation
model. However, the study found that older participants were more likely to engage
with television due to loneliness than younger participants were and those with higher
levels of self-esteem were more likely to watch television for entertainment purposes

rather than as a coping mechanism to boost their mood.
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Parasocial Friendship is Magic: An Exploration of Loneliness, Self-Esteem and

Television Viewing

What are Parasocial Relationships and why are they important?

Loneliness is an unpleasant feeling that many people face on a daily basis.
Statistics suggest that up to 44% of the New Zealand population have experienced
feelings of loneliness in the last four weeks. These statistics also indicate that 26.4% of
New Zealanders are experiencing poor mental health and low self-esteem (Stats NZ—
Tatauranga Aotearoa, 2023). A recent Ministry of Health report suggests that 14.3% of
New Zealanders aged 15 and above have experienced high levels of psychological
distress in the last four weeks, a figure which has doubled in the last decade (Ministry

of Health, 2025).

During bouts of loneliness, people often turn to their family and friends for
support (Zhang & Dong, 2022). This may include providing emotional support,
alleviating burdens or providing information during a confusing time (Ministry of Social
Development, N.D.). However, when they are not available, some people instead turn
to television and fictional persons for support (Derrick et al., 2009). This is known in

academic literature as a parasocial relationship.

Academic literature has established that low self-esteem is often associated
with feelings of loneliness (Szczesniak et al., 2020). Other research suggests that
social support or even perceived social support may alleviate some of the negative
feelings that are associated with loneliness (Derrick et al., 2008). Similar evidence
corroborates this, suggesting that individuals with greater amounts of social support
experience fewer symptoms of loneliness than less supported individuals (Zhang &
Dong, 2022). Derrick et al., (2009) establish in their own research that parasocial
support may provide the same type of alleviation that has been demonstrated in
studies with genuine social support. As this is a developing field, however, there is

currently not enough evidence to support this claim.



The first academic concept of “parasocial relationships” was established in
1956. This was when research on how perceptions of fictional personas can be likened
to real-world relationships began. Horton and Wohl (1956) coined the term that
revolutionised the way that one-sided relationships were described in academia.
Initially, the term involved a perception between a viewer and or listener of media and
the fictional relationship they established with a television host, news caster, radio
presenter or celebrity, but the term has grown to encompass fictional characters in later
years. The relationship stems from the perceived interaction with the character
observed by the viewer. This is often due to perceived empathy and directness that the
character appears to display towards the viewer, despite no physical interaction taking
place (Rubin et al., 1985). The viewer continues to maintain this ‘relationship’ through

consistent television viewing after the initial interaction occurs.

Over the years, parasocial research has become more nuanced in its definition.
Initially, Horton and Wohl refer to parasocial “interaction” and parasocial “relationships”
as interchangeable terms used to describe this one-sided phenomenon. However, most
research since the conception of these terms has begun to separate their definitions
based on duration and level of investment from the viewer. Parasocial Interaction,
therefore, refers to the interaction at the time of exposure to the media character
(Dibble et al., 2016). This term is used exclusively to refer to the initial point of contact
with the media persona. Parasocial Relationships, on the other hand, refer to an
enduring, long-term commitment to the character figure that survives past the initial
viewing of the media (Dibble et al., 2016). This is the term used when describing
relationships that have existed for months or even years with the same media

character.

Parasocial Relationship Formation

Parasocial relationships are formed through repeated interaction with fictional
media. This can take many forms, but generally, these relationships are viewed as

‘interactions’ between viewer and character that provide happiness or joy for the



television viewer. These relationships stem from the continuous presence of the
character in the media that the viewer engages with (Dibble et al., 2016). Over time, an
artificial bond begins to form between the character and the viewer, known as a
parasocial relationship (Horton & Wohl, 1956). The viewer, according to Horton and
Wohl must then retain a level of understanding of the persona for the parasocial

relationship to be maintained after the initial point of viewing.

While parasocial relationships have been studied using television shows that
were airing on cable television, new research is branching into the realm of television
streaming to understand how parasocial relationships may differ from previous
decades. This is reflected in viewing statistics for streaming platforms as well. For
example, in a four-week period, Netflix had almost 2.3 million viewers across New
Zealand alone. Other platforms such as Disney+ and Amazon Prime video have also
gained popularity, sitting at 1 million and 835,000 viewers each month respectively.
Streaming platforms appear to be the most dominant form of television consumption,
as traditional television viewing sits at just over 1.2 million viewers in comparison (Roy
Morgan, 2025). Similar statistics for YouTube also show greater usage than standard
television, as Google reported that 4.14 million New Zealanders were active users of

the video streaming platform (Data Reportal, 2025).

The current academic research on fictional characters has also reflected the
change to television streaming as opposed to watching cable television. Research
conducted prior to streaming indicated that common reasons for television engagement
were for relaxation or fulfilment of habit (Rubin, 1983), but new research by Tefertiller
and Sheehan (2019) notes that information seeking, stress management and
parasocial interaction or watching to see a favourite television character are also

becoming more common motivations in the streaming age.

It is also theorised that television viewers are more likely to return to the same
television media for comfort as they are no longer limited to local television network

programming (Pimienta, 2023). This is where the parasocial relationships appear to



have evolved over the years. They are no longer limited to single instances of
interaction as television shows can be continuously viewed due to their presence on

streaming platforms.

The evolution of media consumption from previous decades has potentially,
increased the amount of time television viewers spend ‘interacting’ with their parasocial
characters. Because academic research on the topic has expanded as well, more
information has been gathered on exactly how these ‘relationships’ function and how

they evolve over time.

Literature Review

Identification and Character Homophily

There are many reasons parasocial relationships may form. One of the leading
theories is that they are formed due to character identification or perceived similarity

(Brodie & Ingram, 2021).

Identification with a parasocial character has been a predictive factor in the
development of parasocial relationships. Identification is often defined as general
empathy and understanding towards a fictional character and their behaviour or
struggles (Chory-Assad & Yanen, 2005). Auter and Palmgreen (2000) and Rarity et al.,
(2022) both indicate identification is a major contributing factor to the maintenance of
parasocial relationships with fictional characters. However, identification may also take

the form of desire to become like the character as well.

Not all character identification relates to characters who are similar to viewers.
Oliver et al., (2019) examined morally dubious characters to understand why they are
liked, despite the differences between them and the television viewer. The authors
theorise this is likely due to a viewer empathising with the character in some capacity.
They found that although morality can often influence character liking, it was less

relevant the more intense the parasocial relationship with a morally grey character was.



It appears that the more the viewer engaged with the character, the less likely the

participant was to dislike them based on their moral alignment.

Wishful Identification and Parasocial Relationships

Academic research does not usually focus on the reason a television character
may become a viewer’s favourite, but some research suggests potential links between
a viewers’ goals and character favouritism. Gleason et al., (2017) suggest that
parasocial relationships may be more likely to form due to engagement in the same
hobbies or activities as the parasocial character. This could suggest that the concept of
wishful identification plays a role in the adoption of parasocial relationships. Wishful
identification refers to a television viewer’s desire to become or act similarly to their

favourite parasocial character (Ramasubramanian & Kornfield, 2012).

Researchers Chory-Assad and Yanen (2005) determined that character
identification may also reflect a viewer’s wish to become more like the character they
see on television, going so far as to adopt behaviour and incorporate aspects of the
fictional person into their current self-image. The authors found that wishful
identification (the concept that a viewer wishes to become like the character) and
identification with a parasocial character were separate and distinct concepts.
Character identification simply refers to how strongly a television viewer can relate to a
parasocial character and does not involve a desire to become like them, unlike wishful

identification.

This is a unique finding as many researchers use the terms wishful identification
and character identification interchangeably. Chory-Assad and Yanen establish that
wishful identification with a character can be separate from the overall character
identification. They suggest that when a viewer loses motivation in their real life, they
may turn to their favourite fictional persona for comfort or motivation to continue, which
is referred to as wishful identification. This can be separated from general character

identification which refers to simply understanding the character’s perspective. In their



study, they demonstrated that those with greater motivation loss displayed more wishful
identification towards a parasocial character. Individuals with higher motivation had less
wishful identification and greater general identification with a character. Wishful

identification was also associated with higher feelings of loneliness.

Further evidence of character identification as a basis for parasocial
relationships comes from neuroimaging studies (Ash et al., 2023). For example, Broom
et al., (2021) examined the role of trait identification with a chosen character and
subsequent activation of the ventral medial prefrontal cortex (vMPFC). This region of
the brain is hypothesized to store knowledge about the self and personal image.
Participants performed a task that focused on trait evaluation for nine different fictional
characters compared to nine of the participants' close friends and family. This was to

establish a control for identification.

Participants who had greater trait identification with their favourite television
character had higher neural overlap in their YMPFC than compared to when they were
viewing other fictional characters. Viewers who had less intense parasocial
relationships demonstrated less overlap in the vMPFC. The more participants became
invested in their characters' story, the more they tended to react to that character in
their vMPFC. This finding is remarkable as it demonstrates a possible neurological
impact that stems from parasocial relationships. However, the sample size for this
study was small, with just 26 participants, so future research is needed to see if these

results can be replicated.

Homophily and Character Similarity

While character identification and character similarity are similar concepts, in
that they both relate to how a viewer perceives a television character, they are in fact
distinct concepts. Character similarity is defined as any aspect of a character that the
viewer may relate to or see similarity in (Mori & Fahr, 2023). For example, this may be

a character’s values, morals or ethics, it could be their physical appearance (i.e. both



the character and viewer could wear glasses), or it could be that the viewer can relate
to them because they have also experienced a situation the television character
experiences during their television show (Méri & Fahr, 2023). Similarity may also be
indirect, as it can be subjective to the viewer (Moss et al., 2007). This is referred to as
perceived similarity and often occurs when there are no obvious signs of similarity

present.

Research by Auter and Palmgreen (2000) indicated that parasocial
relationships have a strong basis in character identification specifically for favourite
characters. They also determined that viewers identify more strongly with characters
they are more familiar with or those whom they have had more exposure to. Research
by Rarity et al., (2022) also theorised that character identification may be related to
perceived similarity. By using characters from My Little Pony: Friendship is Magic, the
authors identified correlations between character traits and viewer personalities. For
example, one of the characters is known for their humour, and viewers who identified
with her more than the other characters also demonstrated high levels of humour when
surveyed by the researchers. This finding would suggest that character similarity is

related to or may be a proceeding factor in the adoption of a parasocial relationship.

The Parasocial Compensation Hypothesis

Contrary to the research that suggests a potential protection from negative
outcomes, some scholars propose that parasocial relationships are instead used to
compensate for a lack of social interactions with other people. These scholars such as
Tsao, (1996) argue that the parasocial relationship is used to compensate for negative
real-world experiences, or in some cases, provide an alternative to socialisation
altogether. This is known as the “Parasocial Compensation Hypothesis” (Bernhold,

2019).

Madison et al., (2016) suggests that the parasocial relationship acts as a proxy

that allows the viewer to engage in a “social” relationship free from interpersonal



conflicts or rejections. This is because the viewer is in control of these interactions,
allowing them to create a perfect environment for themselves. By using parasocial
contact, the viewer is essentially fulfilling their needs for social contact without
interacting with a real person (Bernhold, 2019). But overreliance on fictional persons
may hinder real-world connections so the consequences may outweigh any potential

benefits (Godman, 2024).

Derrick et al., (2009) suggest that parasocial relationships can act as social
surrogates. They hypothesised that television shows and media characters can provide
a sense of belonging that is akin to being included in a real-world social group. Their
research suggested that the parasocial character would protect the viewer from
negative outcomes, such as loneliness. They determined that using a viewer’s favourite
television program would buffer against these negative outcomes, most prominently
when the viewer’s favourite character was on screen. They concluded that a favourite
character could buffer a viewer against fears of rejection, despite the relationship being
fictional. Unfortunately, the authors do not establish if the buffering effect supresses or

fulfils the need to belong.

As parasocial characters become easier to access through avenues like social
media, similar changes in the quality and availability of these relationships are seen in
the literature. A new but developing branch of work appears to be related to social
media influencers who exist in a more intimate parasocial context than fictional
characters. Baek et al., (2013) and Szczesniak (2020) both determine in their research
that parasocial relationships with influencers are positively correlated with viewer
loneliness. They note that much like Madison et al., (2016), parasocial relationships are
often used to cope with loneliness and isolation that occurs in the real world. These
parasocial characters are perceived to be the viewers’ friends and engagement in their
media is prioritized as a form of escapism which likely contributes to the viewers’

loneliness. Baek et al., (2013) conclude that if they had included data on relationship



intensity, they could have drawn a conclusion on the extent of parasocial relationships

with influencers and loneliness more concisely.

Tsao (1996) also believes that the compensation hypothesis is a prominent
reason for relationship maintenance. Tsao investigated this using two dimensions of
thought, the deficiency paradigm and the global-use paradigm. Tsao’s deficiency
argument argues that much like the compensation hypothesis, the parasocial
relationship is undertaken to fulfil a viewer’s social requirements due to a lack of real-
world relationships. Tsao’s global use theory proposes instead that engagement in
parasocial relationships happens regardless of the viewer's real-world social needs.
The parasocial relationships act more as extraneous attachments, rather than social
surrogates. Tsao determined that most parasocial interaction behaviour occurs in
addition to real-world social behaviour, and it was only used in a compensatory manner
when a viewer experienced lower empathy, extraversion, higher neuroticism and
subsequently engaged in more television media. Similarly, Stein et al., (2022)
determined that when a participant was thinking about their favourite media character,
there was a slight alleviation of their negative mood. This would also suggest that the

compensation hypothesis may provide a buffer towards negative outcomes.

lannone et al., (2017) and Lim and Kim (2011) suggest that the parasocial
compensation hypothesis may be beneficial for socially ostracised individuals to
alleviate their need for socialisation. For example, Lim and Kim (2011) cite persons
over the age of 60 as a group that could be benefitted by parasocial relationships. They
note that due to the loss of mobility that comes with age, parasocial characters offer a
perfect remedy to loneliness, particularly as they can be interacted with easily and
without leaving home. Parasocial characters allow for a pseudo-social interaction to
occur that appears to compensate for a lack of real-world social interaction.
Unfortunately, there was no information about any long-term effects from this

interaction.



Mental Health Implications

Parasocial engagement is often seen as an activity with no real-world
implications, but a growing branch of literature has demonstrated that these
relationships can impact mental health outcomes. Some scholars argue that parasocial
relationships may alleviate negative outcomes (such as Zhang & Dong, 2022), whilst
others believe they provide compensation for social deficits (known as the

compensation hypothesis).

Scholars investigating parasocial characters and their impact on self-esteem
are unable to reach a consensus. Derrick et al., (2008) suggest that parasocial
relationships work to boost viewers’ self-esteem. Low self-esteem individuals in their
study were able to better their self-discrepancies and boost their self-esteem by
relating to a parasocial character. However, there do not appear to be any other
studies that support this claim or any that have tested this finding against other self-
esteem outcomes. Lotun et al., (2024) also suggest that parasocial relationships may
be capable of fulfilling emotional needs more than real-world social relationships.
Their study suggests the higher a viewer’s self-esteem is, the more the viewer felt the
parasocial character had impacted their emotions. In their study, viewers felt that
parasocial relationships were better at mediating emotional need fulfiiment due to

their immediate availability when compared to their own personal relationships.

One of the original studies that explored the potential connection between
loneliness and parasocial relationships was conducted by Rubin et al., (1985). In their
study, Rubin and colleagues examined whether loneliness could facilitate and thus
predict the existence of a parasocial relationship. This was based on the idea that
lonely individuals are more likely to seek out media (such as television) to cope with
stressful life events. They determined that lonely individuals seek comfort from
parasocial characters, a finding expressed in almost all research conducted on the
topic. Their study concluded a significant statistical correlation between parasocial

interaction and reliance on television; however, their findings do not indicate the

10



existence of any long-term outcomes that may 'protect' the viewer from extreme
symptoms of loneliness. Similar research by Wang et al., (2008) also suggests that
parasocial relationships are used as coping strategies. For example, women use
parasocial interaction more than men do to cope with chronic life events. Men use
parasocial interaction to cope with chronic symptoms of loneliness more than women

do.

Compensation and Attachment

Several studies have also examined the role of attachment in parasocial
relationships. Pimienta (2023) suggests that parasocial relationships should be
examined as a means of compensating for socially undesirable attachments in the real
world. Several studies have suggested that parasocial relationships are predicted by
avoidant attachment styles and or levels of anxiety. This is seen in studies by Rosaen
and Dibble (2015), Madison et al., (2016), Bernhold and Metzger (2018) and Rain and
Mar (2021). This research also suggests that parasocial relationships may compensate
for negative outcomes, such as depressive symptoms but only for individuals with
avoidant attachment styles (Bernhold, 2019). These studies suggest that parasocial
relationships may only have effects for a small population group and not the wider

population.

Lack of Consensus

While the compensation hypothesis is often cited in literature as the main
reason parasocial relationships are undertaken, very little evidence for it is seen in
academic studies. For example, Bernhold (2019) appears to demonstrate that
avoidantly attached individuals use parasocial relationships to compensate for a lack of
social relationships. However, Bernhold does not relate this back to the general
population, meaning that these findings only apply to a small subgroup. This is also
found in lannone et al., (2017) and Lim and Kim (2011)’s results as they too note
compensation in their population subgroups. Currently there is not enough research on

a general population to understand the broader implications of parasocial relationships.
11



Godman (2024) suggests that parasocial relationships may cause more harm than
good as they may further ostracise any real-world relationships a television viewer
maintains, but their research does not specify which population groups may be at risk
of this. More research needs to focus on general populations to determine if the
parasocial compensation hypothesis can be applied to anyone involved in a parasocial
relationship, or if it is exclusively small population subgroups that see the most impact
from television engagement. Based on the literature presented above, two research
questions for the current study have been formulated to try and address the existing
gaps in parasocial literature. The first question comprises the main analysis of the
study. Previous research has focussed only on time spent watching television as
opposed to viewing motivations, thus the second question is exploratory in nature and

aims to address this gap in the literature.

1. Do parasocial relationships mediate the relationship between self-esteem and
loneliness?
2. What is the relationship between parasocial engagement and television

viewing?

Based on results from previous literature, it is hypothesized that parasocial
relationships will be able to buffer against the negative symptoms of self-esteem and
loneliness as seen in the parasocial compensation hypothesis. More specifically, it is
believed that the presence of a parasocial relationship will increase self-esteem and

lead to decreases in feelings of loneliness.

Methods

Design

The cross-sectional study used a quantitative mediation model for the research
phase. Three variables were chosen for this model. The predictor variable (self-

esteem) was analysed to determine how it affected the outcome variable (loneliness)

12



by using parasocial relationships as a mediator. This was to determine if parasocial

relationships had any impact on the relationship between self-esteem and loneliness.

Participants

A priori power analysis using G*Power was conducted to determine the required
sample size for the current study. Assuming a small effect size of d = 0.30, alpha level
0.05 and statistical power at 0.80, approximately 175 participants are required for a

two-tailed test (Fritz & MacKinnon, 2007).

The study was able to recruit 576 participants through convenience sampling
methods. In the sample, 20.4% of the participants were Male, with 45.1% being
Female. Intriguingly, 29.7% of participants did not identify within the gender binary,
instead identifying as Non-Binary or another identity altogether. Finally, 2.9% of
participants did not specify their gender identity at all. Age ranged between 16 and 57
years, with a mean of 21.7 years and SD = 6.73. Approximately 29% of participants
were from New Zealand, with the remaining 71% of participants coming from other
countries such as Australia, the United Kingdom and the United States. Participant
ethnicities were diverse, but the biggest groups seen in the sample were Europeans
(54.7%), New Zealand European/Pakeha (15.1%), Asians (11.5%) and people of mixed
ethnicity (8.4%). The smaller population groups were Latin American/Hispanic (3.3%),

Pasifika (1.9%), Maori (1.5%), Middle Eastern (1.2%) and finally African (1%).

The data was thoroughly inspected before analysis began. Before data
cleaning, 949 cases were recorded. However, a significant number of cases were
removed due to incompletion (n = 374) or because participants had answered
important questions incorrectly (n = 198). Responses that were removed for answering
important questions with incorrect answers were because participants either answered
the attention check questions incorrectly or answered ‘no’ when asked if they had a

parasocial relationship. A handful of cases also had to be removed due to being below

13



the age requirement for the study. This meant that the number of usable data points in

the sample dropped to 576.

Measures

The study utilised four scales for data collection. These were the Audience-
Persona Interaction scale to assess parasocial relationships, the UCLA Loneliness
Scale, the Rosenberg Self-Esteem scale to assess loneliness and self-esteem and
finally, the Television Motivation Scale to assess the reasons viewers engage with

television. These scales are presented in their entirety in Appendix B.

The Audience-Persona Interaction Scale (Auter & Palmgreen, 2000) asks
various questions about the participant’s relationship with a specific fictional character.
This scale was chosen for its use of four distinct subscales (/dentification with Favourite
Character, Interest in Favourite Character, Group Identification/Interaction and
Favourite Character Problem Solving Abilities) which demonstrate a more
comprehensive understanding of why the specific fictional character was chosen.
These align with research that indicates strong correlations between character
identification and the development of a parasocial relationship (Broom et al., 2021).
The scale was also chosen due to its measuring of long-term parasocial relationships,
as opposed to parasocial interactions (Dibble & Rosaen, 2011). The 22-item scale
utilises a 5-point Likert scale ranging from strongly agree to strongly disagree and has
high internal consistency at a = .84. Each scale was also assessed for internal validity,
and the scores are as follows. Interest subscale a = .82, Identify subscale a = .81,
Group subscale a = .73 and finally, Problem subscale a = .70 (Auter & Palmgreen,

2000).

In the current study, the reliability of the subscales was: Identify a = .80,
Interest a = .54, Group a = .64, and finally Problem a = .77. Examples of questions
given to participants are: “I'd enjoy interacting with (character) and my friends at the

same time.” from the Group ldentification Subscale and “/ wish I could handle problems

14



as well as (character).” from the Character Problem-Solving Abilities Subscale. See
Appendix B for all items. Each subscale (identify, interest, group and problem) has
between five and seven questions attached to it, which are averaged together to make

an aggregate score for each of the four scales.

The UCLA Loneliness Scale (Russell et al., 1978) was used to examine a
participant’s level of loneliness. This scale was chosen due to its simplistic language
and universal items. The 20-item scale uses a 4-point Likert scale ranging from “I often
feel this way” to “| never feel this way”. The scale was also selected due to its high
internal consistency rating at a = .96 (Russell et al., 1978). In the current study, this
reliability score was found to be a = .94. Examples of items include “/ am unable to
reach out and communicate with those around me.” and “My social relationships are

supefficial.” An aggregate score is calculated by taking the mean of all twenty items.

A slight modification was made to the UCLA Loneliness scale for the distribution
of the current survey. ltem 11 of the scale (“/ find myself waiting for people to call or
write.”) was modified slightly to reflect more modern communication methods, without
changing the meaning of the question. It was updated because the original scale was
developed in 1978, and most people do not communicate via written letters anymore.
This was changed to refer to digital messaging services. The updated question reads “/

find myself waiting for people to call or message.”

The Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (Rosenberg, 1979) was used to ask various
questions about participants’ current perceptions of their self-esteem. This 10-item
scale was chosen due to its widespread and reliable usage. Example items include “All
in all, I am inclined to think that | am a failure.” and “I feel that | have a number of good
qualities. Each item was assessed on a four-point Likert scale. Negatively worded
items in the scale such as “At times | think | am no good at all.” are reverse scored to
align them with the other items in the scale. This scale also has high internal
consistency at a = .92 and has been shown to be a reflective measure of self-esteem in

a population (Rosenberg, 1979). In the current study, this consistency was found to be
15



a = .90. An aggregate score for this scale is calculated by taking the mean of all ten
items which includes some reverse scored items. Higher scores indicate higher self-

esteem.

Finally, items from the Television Usage, Attitudes and Behaviours Scale
(Rubin, 1983) will be adapted for analysis of participant motivation. The scale contains
27 different items across 9 subscales. The subscales that make up the overall scale
are Relaxation, Companionship, Habit, Pass Time, Entertainment, Social Interaction,
Information, Arousal and Escape. Each of these contains three statements that relate
to a potential motivation for why an individual would engage in television viewing. For
example, the arousal subscale statements imply that the viewer watches because of
the excitement that they gain during viewing, as the statements refer to the show being
thrilling, exciting or something that “peps me [viewer] up”. Participants responded to
each of the engagement statements on a Likert scale ranging between "Exactly” to
"Not At All”. Examples of engagement reasons include: “Because it relaxes me.” from
the Relaxation subscale, “Because it makes me feel less lonely.” from the
Companionship Subscale and “So I can get away from the rest of the family/others.”
from the Escapism Subscale. Scores for this scale are calculated for each subscale,
providing 5 average scores for each of the items attached to the scales. This is a total
of 18 items. Although the scale contains 9 subscales and a total of 27 items, four of the
subscales were not retained for data analysis. These items are excluded due to low
eigenvalues in factor rotation. The included scales are Pass Time, with the inclusion of
two of the factors from the habit subscale, the information scale, the entertainment
scale, the companionship scale and the escapism scale. The original paper does not
include specific reliability analyses, but the current study established them as follows:
Pass Time/Habit a = .83, Information a = .65, Entertainment a = .68, Companionship a

= .81 and finally, escapism a = .70.
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Procedure

This study was approved by AUTEC on April 10, 2025, prior to the distribution of
the survey on social media. The study consisted of an online survey hosted by
Qualtrics and distributed via social media. Participants were invited to complete the
survey from the recruitment posters. Clicking on the link provided or scanning the QR
code took participants to the survey. This redirected them to the participant information
sheet at the beginning of the survey. To participate in the survey, participants had to
meet three criteria. Firstly, participants had to be over the age of 16 to meet research
consent requirements. Secondly, the participants had to have a parasocial relationship
with a fictional character. If not, the survey directed them to the end and did not allow
them to complete the questions further. Finally, they had to indicate their consent to
take part in the research. After these questions, simple demographics about their
gender identity, ethnicity and general global location were obtained for analysis.
Participants then worked their way through the four scales presented in the survey
(loneliness, self-esteem, television motives and parasocial relationships). Each of the
survey scales were presented in randomised order to ensure participants did not
encounter the two trait scales (loneliness and self-esteem) directly after one another.
Throughout the four scales, subtle attention check questions (for example, “Please
select strongly disagree to show that you have read this question correctly,”) were
inserted to ensure participants were not simply completing the survey to enter the prize
draw without paying attention to the questions. At the end of the survey, participants

were given the option to enter a prize draw to thank them for their participation.

Results

Preliminary analyses

Pearson’s Correlations as seen in Table 1 suggest that the viewing motivation
subscales, self-esteem (SE) scores and loneliness scores were all highly related to one

another. In general, older participants tended to report lower SE and more loneliness.
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As expected, loneliness and SE were related, with participants higher in SE reporting
less loneliness. Participants who were more likely to watch television for information
gathering, entertainment, escapism or companionship were more likely to be older and

have more intense parasocial relationships with fictional characters.

Of particular interest was the relationship between parasocial relationship
intensity and self-esteem and between parasocial relationship intensity and loneliness.
As seen in Table 1, the higher a viewer’s self-esteem is, the less likely they are to
interact with a fictional character through parasocial viewing. However, there does not

appear to be a significant relationship between parasocial relationships and loneliness.

Findings seen between self-esteem, and three of the four television viewing
motivations would indicate that the higher a viewer’s self-esteem level is, the less likely
they are to use television for companionship, information seeking, and escapism. The
higher their self-esteem, the more likely they are to watch television solely for
entertainment. The correlations in Table 1 also suggest that the lonelier a viewer feels,
the more likely they are to be motivated to watch television for habit, companionship or

escapism instead of for entertainment.
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Table 1

Descriptive Statistics and Correlations between Parasocial Relationship Intensity, Television Motivations, Self-Esteem, Loneliness and Participant Age

Variable n M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9
1. Self-Esteem Total 545 31.86 6.08 -
2. Loneliness Total 542 4411 13.27 -61* -
3. API Total 576 48.04 10.73 -.09% .08 -
4. Age 576 2167 6.73 -22* 18* .06 -
5. TV Habit 544 13.20 4.97 -23** 26** .06 A1 -
6. TV Information 544 1291 3.68 -07 .07 217 =03 21 -
7. TV Entertainment 543 506 191 A1 -12** .09* 15%* 23 AT -
8. TV Companion 544 823 3.59 -40* 51* 25  14* 43" 23" 13* -
9. TV Escapism 544 6.83 3.09 -34* 30* 23**  23** 41** 19 22** 53**

* Correlation is significant at the 0.05 Level (2-tailed)
** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 Level (2-tailed)

Note: API refers to the Audience Persona Interaction Scale used in this study (Auter & Palmgreen, 2000). “TV Habit, Information, Entertainment,

Companion and Escapism” refer to Viewing Motivation subscales (Rubin,1983).
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To check that there were no significant differences between groups on the
outset, a one-way between groups analysis of variance (ANOVA) was conducted on all
scales to measure potential differences in gender orientation. The results of this
ANOVA are displayed in Table 2. The only statistically significant differences were
found in Loneliness scores and the Parasocial Identification scale "API Identify" which
refers to the extent a participant identified with their parasocial character. Post-Hoc
testing using the Tukey HSD model determined that there was a statistically significant
mean difference between the Female and Non-Binary groups in scores of loneliness (p
=.024). For identification with a parasocial character, each of the three population
groups differed from one another but this was not statistically significant. It should be

noted that all findings had very low effect sizes.
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Table 2

Means, Standard Deviations, and One-Way Analyses of Variance in Parasocial Relationships, Television Usage, Self-Esteem and Loneliness Split by

Participant Gender

Variable Male Female Non-Binary/Other  F(2, 525) n 2

M SD M SD M SD

Self-Esteem Total 31.88 6.56 31.37 5.89 32.53 6.08 1.81 .01
Loneliness Total 43.38 14.28 4591 12.72 42.39 13.32 3.78* .01
TV Habit 12.89 4.96 13.15 4.63 13.29 5.46 .22 .00
TV Information 12.83 3.96 13.04 4.96 12.63 3.56 .58 .00
TV Entertainment 5.15 1.90 4,98 1.98 5.04 1.78 31 .00
TV Companion 7.87 3.74 8.50 3.57 8.03 3.59 1.49 .01
TV Escapism 6.81 3.11 6.88 3.05 6.73 3.20 A1 .00
API Identify 12.66 4.57 14.18 5.16 13.02 4.49 5.26* .02
APl Interest 10.30 3.21 9.85 3.06 10.0 3.01 .90 .00
API Group 15.61 4.31 16.31 4.20 15.82 4.14 1.39 .01
API Problem 8.54 3.38 8.25 3.80 8.86 3.70 1.40 .01

* Statistic is significant at the 0.05 Level (2-tailed)

Note: API refers to the Audience Persona Interaction Scale used in this study (Auter & Palmgreen, 2000). “TV Habit, Information, Entertainment,

Companion and Escapism” refer to Viewing Motivation subscales (Rubin,1983).
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Main Analyses

Mediation Model (Research Question 1)

The mediation model was chosen to answer research question 1.The
preliminary analyses indicate that there do not appear to be significant differences
among the measures of interest across participant groups. Moreover, because the
main variables are correlated with one another (as demonstrated in Table 1), the
study's main analysis aimed to address whether parasocial relationships could mediate
the relationship between self-esteem and loneliness. From this concept, assumption
testing was carried out to establish if a mediation model could be used. Firstly, the
variables all followed a continuous scale. Scatterplot analysis indicated that the
variables shared a linear relationship, required for mediation analysis. The data does
not demonstrate multicollinearity as its VIF statistic is 1.6, which is well within the
normal range. And finally, there were no extraneous outliers that skewed the

distribution of the data.

Figure 1

The Mediating Effect of Parasocial Relationships on Loneliness and Self-Esteem

Parasocial
Relationship
(M)
a=-0.17* b=0.03
C’=-1.35%*
Self-Esteem C =-1.35** ‘ Loneliness
(X) ] (Y)

The main analysis involved a mediation model as demonstrated in Figure 1.

This mediation was done using Hayes’ Process Model (Hayes, 2013). The goal of this
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analysis was to answer the research question: “Do parasocial relationships mediate the
relationship between loneliness and self-esteem?”. This was to determine if the
presence of a parasocial relationship could benefit the viewer by alleviating the
negative outcomes of low SE on loneliness as previous literature has been inconsistent
in this detail. As can be seen in Figure 1, the higher a participant’s score on the self-
esteem measure included in the study, the lower their API (parasocial) score was (a = -
0.17, p = .03). Similarly, the higher a participant’s score on the loneliness measure, the
more intense their parasocial relationship with a fictional character appeared to be (b =
0.03, p = .51). However, this pathway was not significant. Finally, the relationship
between self-esteem and loneliness was significant and indicates that the higher a
participant’s self-esteem, the lower their reported level of loneliness is (¢’ =-1.35, p <
.01). The model’s total and direct effects were found to be significant, but the indirect
effect did not produce significant findings as the model contained zero within its
confidence intervals (-.025 to .010). Therefore, results from this analysis indicate that
parasocial relationships do not mediate the relationship between loneliness and self-

esteem.

Exploratory analyses

Finally, we were interested in whether the different facets of parasocial
relationship intensity and character investment might relate differently to television
viewing motives. An exploratory analysis with Pearson’s Correlation was conducted to
answer research question 2. This is depicted in Table 3. Each subscale of the API
(parasocial relationship scale) and the Television Motivation scale were highly related
to one another. For example, the relationship between parasocial character
identification and each of the television motivations was significant, except for the habit
and entertainment motivations. This would indicate that the more a participant identifies
with their parasocial character, the less likely they are to be motivated to watch
television for entertainment or for habit, instead choosing to watch for information,

companionship or escapism instead. Interest in a parasocial character was also
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significantly correlated with each of the television motivations, indicating that the more
invested a participant was in a parasocial character, the more likely they were to
engage in television viewing for any of the five motivating factors. Correlations with the
“Group” factor indicated that television motivation was largely related to information
seeking, entertainment, companionship and escapism motivations. Finally, the
“Problem” subscale indicates that if a participant is watching television to understand
how their parasocial character handles problems, they are more likely to watch it for
information as opposed to the other motivations. The correlation for entertainment and
problem solving indicates that the more likely the participant is to watch it for problem
solving, the less likely they are to watch for entertainment. Participants who watch for
problem solving are also likely to watch for habit, companionship and escapism

purposes but these are not as common as the information motivation.
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Table 3

Descriptive Statistics and Correlations between Parasocial Relationships and Television Usage

Variable n M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9
1. API Identify 555 13.47 4.88 -
2. APl Interest 555 9.99 3.07 Jq1* -
3. APl Group 555 16.09 4.23 51 27 -
4. API Problem 555 8.49 3.67 .19** 16** 31 -
5. TV Habit 525 13.20 4.97 .03 2% -.00 .03 -
6. TV Information 525 12.91 3.68 A2 16** 20%** .10* 21 -
7. TV Entertainment 524 5.06 1.91 .02 16** 12 -.03 22%* .18** -
8. TV Companion 525 8.23 3.59 .18** 30%** 18 .05 A4k 23%* L4k -
9. TV Escapism 525 6.83 3.09 19** 19** 18** .07 22%* 20%** 22%* S54x* -

* Correlation is significant at the 0.05 Level (2-tailed)

** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 Level (2-tailed)

Note: API refers to the Audience Persona Interaction Scale used in this study (Auter & Palmgreen, 2000). “TV Habit, Information, Entertainment,

Companion and Escapism” refer to Viewing Motivation subscales (Rubin,1983).



Discussion

Mediation analysis was conducted to test if parasocial relationships could
provide positive outcomes for the relationship between loneliness and self-esteem. The
mediation model only provided a significant relationship between self-esteem and
loneliness. There were no other significant pathways. This meant that mediation is not
an adequate explanation for the relationship between these variables. According to the
parasocial compensation hypothesis (PCH), parasocial relationships should have acted
as a buffer towards negative outcomes (self-esteem and loneliness). Perhaps there
may not have been a strong buffering effect, but studies such as Lim and Kim (2011)
suggest that parasocial relationships may improve feelings of loneliness which is a

finding | expected to see as well, but this was not observed in the current study.

It is possible that parasocial relationships cannot influence the relationship
between self-esteem and loneliness on their own as there may also be undisclosed
factors such as depression, age and real-world socialisation that may be confounding
the model’s effects. Unfortunately, the current study was also unable to reach
conclusions about the direct impact of parasocial relationships on mental health
outcomes though several correlations were observed. This could simply be because

effects cannot be found in such small populations, or because no such benefits exist.

Past literature also reflects a lack of direct findings. For example, Zhang and
Dong (2022) suggest that social support may buffer the effects of loneliness, but the
current study (using parasocial support) did not find strong evidence of this. Derrick et
al., (2009) also suggest that parasocial relationships could act as social surrogates and
alleviate negative outcomes, but this was not seen in the current study. It appears that
the current study was only able to determine that a relationship between parasocial
engagement, loneliness and self-esteem exists, but not the direction that it takes.
Overall, the current research methods employed in the field of parasocial research do

not seem to be able to detect the impact parasocial relationships have on television
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viewers. It appears that like previous research (Rubin et al., 1985 & Wang et al., 2008)
parasocial relationships do tend to occur in individuals who are lonelier and have lower
self-esteem than their peers but there does not seem to be a method of accurately

surveying the impact this may have on mental health outcomes.

Although there were no conclusions about the potential buffering and
compensation effects, the study was able to determine that loneliness and self-esteem
were directly related to age, as older participants reported lower self-esteem and higher
loneliness than younger participants. It is possible that older participants rely more on
television for escapism, but this was not tested in the current study, nor has it been
covered extensively in other studies, so future research should investigate this. Higher
self-esteem was related to lower parasocial engagement and television being used

purely for entertainment.

Finally, exploratory analyses were conducted to examine the existing data.
These analyses specifically focused on television motivation and parasocial
relationships. The main findings were largely related to investment with a parasocial
character. Identification and level of engagement with a parasocial character were
significant when a participant engaged in television viewing for escapism,
companionship or habit. Other motivating factors such as entertainment were largely
reserved for participants who were only invested in parasocial characters at the surface
level. This is a novel finding, as previous research (aside from Rubin, 1983 where the
scale originates) does not usually contain information on television engagement habits.
More evidence for the parasocial compensation hypothesis may be gained if future
studies also look at the main reasons for television engagement and whether a
buffering effect may be present. By examining television motivation, more studies can
determine if all television viewers use parasocial characters to compensate for

inadequate social needs, or if they are engaging solely for entertainment.

It is possible that the PCH may not be the only theory that explains why people

engage with fiction and television media. Perhaps it should be used in tandem with
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another theory (such as Tsao, 1996) to conclude that while people use media as a
means of escapism, it does not always occur due to failing social relationships. It may
occur in tandem to existing social relationships as a means of relaxation, not
compensation. Perhaps television viewing is beneficial for overall mental health
maintenance and is simply one method of boosting low self-esteem when a real-world

social relationship is not present.

| believe that the definition of compensation used in the PCH should be
expanded to not only include individuals who engage with television due to social
deficits, but those who use television to alleviate other forms of stressors, such as work
or school related stress. This is also reflected in Tsao (1996) with the two definitions of
the term. | believe that if the PCH had two definitions like Tsao’s paradigm models,

there would be more findings that demonstrate the nuances of television usage.

Regarding my own model, | believe that there may have been another variable
that if accounted for, could have enabled me to find a stronger mediation between the
variables | chose for my study. If | were to conduct this study again, | would have
included more control variables (such as other mental health outcomes) to determine if
the results of the compensation hypothesis are stronger when another variable is
controlled for. It is possible that parasocial relationship effects are too small to be seen
in large population samples even when other variables are controlled for. Maybe it is
simply a phenomenon with an incredibly small effect size. More research should be
done to establish the ways that media engagement can benefit viewers, even if it does
not aid their self-esteem and loneliness. | believe that this field may be able to benefit
socially anxious individuals, as some researchers do suggest that parasocial
characters may be able to boost confidence in television viewers or neurodivergent
people too (Derrick et al., 2009). Having parasocial characters who can navigate social
situations that occur in the real world may allow for a greater understanding in new
situations. For example, if a neurodiverse individual is unable to converse with a shop

attendant, they may find new confidence in seeing one of their favourite characters
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model a similar interaction on a television show. It is even possible that the parasocial
character themselves may allow such persons to feel more confident in the interactions
that they have in everyday life. By thinking similarly to the parasocial character, an
anxious person may be able to put some of their anxiety aside to focus on their current

activity, at least for a short time.

Strengths of the Current Study

The current study had several strengths in its design. Firstly, due to the use of
social media advertising, the study was able to reach almost one thousand people
around the world. Whilst only five hundred of those responses were complete enough
to be used in data analysis, my study demonstrated that paid social media advertising
is able to reach a larger range of people than other forms of advertising. Initial social
media advertising was limited simply to my own social media platforms which did not
generate many usable responses, but by utilising the advertising capabilities of a
platform such as Facebook, the number of participants | initially needed (two hundred)
was surpassed by almost four times as many participants. Secondly, because of the
lack of criteria required for inclusion in the study (aside from age and language

requirements), the study itself was incredibly diverse.

For example, the demographic statistics collected indicated that while a large
majority of participants were European, there were several other minority populations
that were a part of the study. The second and third most populated ethnicity groups
were the Asian and Mixed ethnicity groups, accounting for a large percentage of the
total participants. | believe that this is quite novel for the parasocial field as many of the
studies previously mentioned in the literature do not have large total populations, nor
do they have such diverse ones. Future research should also aim to be as inclusive as
possible and not contain criteria that may only appeal to one ethnic group. Similarly, the
findings for gender diversity are also unique to this study. While most of the newer
studies (those completed in the 2010’s to 2020’s) have begun to include options for

persons who do not identify within the typical gender binary, this study had close to
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30% of its participants’ gender identities fall outside of the typical categories provided in
questions on gender identity. This is phenomenal as in the general population, non-
gender conforming individuals make up close to 1-5% of those surveyed. Non-Binary
participants were also 24.7% larger in presentation than the group of participants that
identified as Male. | believe that this may be attributed to several factors such as: a lack
of exclusion criteria that focused on gender (as television viewing is not a gendered
behaviour), the anonymous nature of the survey (which may have helped people feel
comfortable identifying themselves as Non-Binary) and finally, the fact that the survey
was open internationally may have also contributed to such a high proportion of Non-
Binary persons. If this survey had been limited to just New Zealand-based participants,
the Non-Binary population would not be nearly as high as it is in the final study. Future
research should also not exclude participants who fall into Non-Binary or non-gender
conforming categories as the information they can provide on parasocial relationships

is equally as important as those who conform to gender norms.

In regard to the findings seen in the exploratory analyses, the group section of
the television motive scale provided interesting results. This aligns with the nature of
the questions in this subscale, as they relate to interactions between the favourite
character and other characters on their television show, as well as interactions the
participant has in the real-world. This would suggest that participants who scored highly
on the group subscale use television to “interact” with their parasocial character and

see their television engagement as simply entertainment, not a habit.

Limitations/Future Directions

The current research was not without limitations. While the findings may allow
for a broader understanding of the way parasocial relationships could benefit television
viewers, the use of such a specific field of study may not allow for the results to be
generalised to other forms of media. Television was chosen specifically as the media
format due to its visual and more accessible nature, given the rise of streaming

services and widespread coverage of television shows on social media. This means
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the findings from this study may not be applicable to more niche areas of parasocial
relationships, such as those with book characters who do not appear in a visual format.
Perhaps some generalisability may exist between other forms of visual media, such as
film or graphic novel-based parasocial relationships, but this has not been the focus of
any research, yet. It is hard to say if similar results would be found in the film industry
when compared to television, given the differences in technical production and

character appearance in film.

It is entirely possible that parasocial relationships with film characters exist in
parallel to those with television, but without further comparative analysis, it is hard to
explain. Investigating parasocial characters that appear in both television and film
media from the same franchise or property could bridge the gap between the two
media. A fascinating domain of study could be the differences in parasocial
relationships between multiple actors who have played the same character in different
forms of media. Long-running franchises such as DC Comics’ Batman have seen
numerous actors playing the titular Dark Knight, which could provide interesting insight
into how parasocial relationships for the same character change when the role is
rebooted or recast. Similar analysis on a television scale could work for the BBC sci-fi
show Doctor Who, where the titular role is recast every few years, but the character is

still the same person, just with a new look.

Another dimension of research that would be hard to explore is the relationship,
or lack thereof, that individuals with aphantasia may experience with fictional persons.
Typically, parasocial relationships exist in the mental imagery of the character that the
viewer can associate with their previous experiences of watching the media their
character appears in. For someone without the ability to mentally imagine their
character or connect with them based on a visual appearance, parasocial relationships
may either not exist at all or exist in an augmented format. Future research could
consider the potential relationships that may or may not exist for those persons and
establish if parasocial relationships can exist in any other format.
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Characters that regularly push the boundaries of their media also pose an
interesting field of research. Notably, characters like Wade Wilson (aka Deadpool) or
children’s television characters such as Dora the Explorer, who are known for regularly
speaking directly to their audience are unusual among the field of parasocial
relationships. The original concept developed by Horton and Wohl implies that the
relationship exists because of a perceived interaction between viewer and character,
but characters that “break the fourth wall” circumvent this concept and may exist as
stronger forms of parasocial relationships than their audience-unaware counterparts
because they are aware of the viewer. The notion of a one-sided relationship is flipped
on its head if the character themselves can acknowledge the presence of the viewer

behind the screen.

Unusual Research Trends

A particularly unusual facet of the literature was the study completed by Eyal
and Cohen (2006). Their study of parasocial break-up after the conclusion of the show
Friends introduced an uncommon variable not seen in other parasocial research. The
authors use a measure of perceived popularity of a favourite character as a factor that
contributes to the loneliness and distress that a participant feels after the show’s

conclusion.

This branch of study has not been demonstrated in any of the other literature
reviewed for the current study and is thought-provoking in terms of the possibilities it
presents. For example, it could be that for other shows, the popularity ranking simply
does not matter, or perhaps it demonstrates an inverse relationship instead. It is
strange that this appears to be the only study of its kind that incorporates the perceived
and actual rates of popularity for the character among participants. Future research
should incorporate a measure of popularity to examine if popularity has a significant
effect on the maintenance and formation of a parasocial relationship and not just the

distress upon break-up.

32



(Para)Social Relationships and Stigma

Another area of the current research that requires more evidence is the impact
that parasocial engagement may have on outside social relationships. For example,
Hoffner and Cohen (2012) and Bond (2021) examined parasocial relationships and
social outgroups, Ray and Husnu (2025) and Stamps and Sahlman (2021) both
examined the role that parasocial contact may have in prejudice reduction and racial
biases and finally, Lotun et al., (2022) examined the role of parasocial contact on
mental health stigma. These studies all demonstrate the potential for parasocial
relationships to enable better outcomes and contact between social groups. Their
findings all demonstrate varying levels of prejudice reduction after exposure to a
parasocial character. More research on this phenomenon needs to occur as it could
provide a low-risk medium through which television viewers can be educated on their
biases and taught how to reduce them. Unfortunately, none of these studies have
established long-term improvements that stem from television engagement, so it is
hard to know if participants kept these new mindsets or if they returned to their old

biases.

Parasocial Relationships and Social Comparison

Another topic that does not seem to have been thoroughly researched is the
relationship that may exist between parasocial relationships and body image. The
existing research is unable to reach a consensus. For example, Eyal and Te'eni-Harari
(2013) suggest that parasocial relationships perpetuate unrealistic body standards and
are harmful for vulnerable populations (such as children or teenagers). However,
research that involved young women did not suggest this and instead suggested that
parasocial relationships generate satisfaction with body-image (Young et al., 2012).
Research on young men suggests that parasocial relationships can moderate the
negative effects of body image dissatisfaction, but only with a pre-existing parasocial
relationship. If the men were exposed to an unfamiliar character, this buffering effect

was not present (Young et al., 2013). Unfortunately, these studies do not include body
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image scales that depict plus-size parasocial characters, so this is not representative of
all types of bodies. Future research should include more diverse parasocial lineups to

determine the true impact of parasocial engagement on body image.

Parasocial Defences

Finally, Keefer et al., (2024) claims that parasocial relationships may protect
against mortality salience, or the fear of one’s impending death. Ultimately the authors
determined that parasocial relationships do not act as a buffer towards negative
outcomes as they had thought. In their research they determined that parasocial
relationships heightened mortality salience in participants and these relationships were
unable to benefit viewers in this aspect. However, this may have been because they
selected highly anxious individuals who were already aware of their mortality. Had this
study been done on a different population, perhaps a more general selection of
participants, the results could have indicated that parasocial relationships can protect

against multiple types of negative outcomes.

Conclusion

Based on the research carried out in the study above, parasocial relationships
may mediate the relationship between loneliness and self-esteem but it is difficult to
obtain findings that demonstrate this. The current study was able to demonstrate that
parasocial relationships occur more frequently in lonely and lower self-esteem
individuals who engage in television more than their peers. While the current study did
not reach any statistically significant conclusions, it has still contributed to the literature
that has been conducted on television viewing and parasocial relationships. Through
this study, it has been established that parasocial relationships may be related to
viewer loneliness and self-esteem, but future research may explore this concept in

more depth than the current study.
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Appendix A: Ethics Approval Documents

(1) Provisional Approval Letter (Granted April 1, 2025)

AU

TE WANANGA ARONUI

0 TAMAKI MAKAU RAU

Auckland University of Technology Ethics Committee

(AUTEC)
1 April 2025

Ying Wang
Faculty of Culture and Society
Dear Ying

Ethics Application: 25/82 The Parasocial Hypothesis: How do our experiences
with fictional worlds impact real world loneliness and self-
esteem?

PROVISIONAL APPROVAL OF APPLICATION

This application was reviewed via the minimal risk pathway by the Auckland University
of Technology Ethics Committee (AUTEC) and provisionally approved pending
further information.

Provision of the references for the Questionnaires used;
Provision of the authorizing signature for section 0.3 of the EA1 application;
Provide assurance that comments will be turned off on social media posts;
Remove the need for parental consent as there is no reason to assume that
potential participants will lack the mental capacity;
5. Confirm that only supervisor to have access subsequent to findings and
analysis. H7;
6. Confirm that data will not be held in Qualtrics for 6 years;
. Confirm storage as per AUT data storage guidelines. H.9;
8. If data is held longer than 6 years then confirm how it will be stored in line
with AUT data storage guidelines;
9. Changes to the Advertisement:
a. Include name of researcher;
b. Include it is student research;
c. Include what participation involves and that the survey is anonymous;
10. Changes to the Information Sheet:
a. Provision of a consistent estimate of time for participants to complete
the survey;
b. Remove the lifeline link as this research is low risk;
c. Review the “Information about me section” to reflect the response to
the data condition above;

el S
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11. Include the age screening question in the Qualtrics questionnaire that is
described in C.3.5.7.

Responding to requests for further information

Provide a cover letter to respond to all outstanding ethical concerns. This includes
addressing concerns raised in the application as the original answers in the application
form should not be edited. Do not resubmit your EA1 application unless specifically
directed to in the conditions.

Please track or highlight changes made to new versions of existing study
documentation (Information Sheet, Consent Form, Advertisement etc). Both tracked
and clean versions of updated documents should be provided when responding to a
provisional approval.

The Committee is always willing to discuss with applicants the points that have been
made.

When the conditions have been met, you will be notified of the full approval. Full
approval is not effective until all the conditions have been met. Data collection may not
commence until full approval has been confirmed. If these conditions are not met
within six months, your application will be closed, and a new application will be
required.

Please use the application number and study title in all correspondence with us. If you
have any enquiries about this application, please contact us at ethics@aut.ac.nz.

(This is a computer-generated letter for which no signature is required)

The AUTEC Secretariat

Auckland University of Technology Ethics Committee

Auckland University of Technology, Private Bag 92006, Auckland 1142, New Zealand. ethics@aut.ac.nz:
www.aut.ac.nz/researchethics
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(2) - Final Approval Letter (Granted April 9, 2025).

AU

TE WANANGA ARONUI

0 TAMAKI MAKAU RAU

Auckland University of Technology Ethics Committee (AUTEC)

9 April 2025
Ying Wang

Faculty of Culture and Society
Dear Ying

Re Ethics Application: 25/82 The Parasocial Hypothesis: How do our experiences
with fictional worlds impact real world loneliness and self-
esteem?

Thank you for your responses to AUTEC’s conditions.
Your ethics application has been approved for three years
until 8 April 2028. Standard Conditions of Approval

1. The research is to be undertaken in accordance with the Auckland University of
Technology Code of Conduct for Research and as approved by AUTEC.

2. All public facing documents must have the AUTEC approval number and be of a
high standard of spelling and grammar. Dates on the Information Sheet(s) and
Consent Form(s) must be consistent.

3. Any amendments to the project must be approved by AUTEC prior to being
implemented.

4. A progress report is due annually on the anniversary of the approval date.

5. Afinal report is due at the expiration of the approval period, or, upon completion
of project.

6. Any serious or adverse events must be reported to AUTEC, this includes
unforeseen issues that might affect continued ethical acceptability of the project.

7. AUTEC grants ethical approval only. You are responsible for obtaining
management permission for access from any institution or organisation at which
your research is being conducted and you need to meet all ethical, legal, public
health, and locality obligations or requirements for the jurisdictions in which the
research is being undertaken.

The application number and title need to be referenced on all correspondence related
to this project. All forms are available online
http://www.aut.ac.nz/research/researchethics For any enquiries, please contact the
Secretariat at ethics@aut.ac.nz

(This is a computer-generated letter for which no signature is required)

The AUTEC Secretariat Auckland University of Technology Ethics Committee
Auckland University of Technology, D-88, Private Bag 92006, Auckland 1142, New Zealand. T: +64 9 921 9999 ext.
8316: E: ethics@aut.ac.nz: www.aut.ac.nz/researchethics
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Appendix B

(A) — Research Materials used in Survey

Demographic questions

1. Where do you reside?
a. New Zealand
b. Rest of the World
2. How would you describe your ethnicity?
a. New Zealand European/Pakeha
b. Maori
c. Pasifika
d. European
e. African
f. Latin American/Hispanic
g. Asian
h. Middle Eastern
i. Other (fill in box)
3. How would you describe yourself? (gender)
a. Male
b. Female
c. Non-Binary/Third Gender
d. Other (fill in box)

e. Prefer not to say

Audience-Persona Interaction Scale (Auter & Palmgreen, 2000)

Scored on a 5-point Likert Scale (Strongly Disagree to Strongly Agree)

1. My favourite character reminds me of myself.

2. | have the same qualities as my favourite character.
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3. | seem to have the same beliefs or attitudes as my favourite character.
4. | have the same problems as my favourite character.

5. | can imagine myself as my favourite character.

6. | can identify with my favourite character.

7. 1'would like to meet the actor who played my favourite character.

8. | would watch the actor on another program.

9. | enjoyed trying to predict what my favourite character would do.

10. | hoped my favourite character achieved his or her goals.

11. | care about what happens to my favourite character.

12. 1 like hearing the voice of my favourite character.

13. My favourite character’s interactions are similar to mine with friends.
14. My favourite character’s interactions are similar to mine with family.
15. My friends are like my favourite character.

16. I'd enjoy interacting with my favourite character and my friends at same time.
17. While watching show, | felt included in the group.

18. | can relate to my favourite character’s attitudes.

19. I wish | could handle problems as well as my favourite character.

20. | like the way my favourite character handles problems.

21. 1 would like to be more like my favourite character.

22. | usually agreed with my favourite character.

UCLA Loneliness Scale (Russell et al., 1978)

Scored on 4-point Likert Scale from “I never feel this way.” to “I often feel this

LH]

way.

1. I am unhappy doing so many things alone.

2. | have nobody to talk to.

3. | cannot tolerate being so alone.



4. | lack companionship.

5. | feel as if nobody really understands me.

6. | find myself waiting for people to call or write. Updated wording reads “message”

instead of “write” in the version of the survey distributed to participants.

7. There is no one | can turn to.

8. | am no longer close to anyone.

9. My interests and ideas are not shared by those around me.

10. | feel left out.

11. | feel completely alone.

12. | am unable to reach out and communicate with those around me.

13. My social relationships are superficial.

14. | feel starved for company.

15. No one really knows me well.

16. | feel isolated from others.

17. | am unhappy being so withdrawn.

18. It is difficult for me to make friends.

19. I feel shut out and excluded by others.

20. People are around me but not with me.

Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (Rosenberg, 1979)

Scored on 4-point Likert Scale from Strongly Disagree to Strongly Agree.

1. On the whole, | am satisfied with myself.
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2. At times | think | am no good at all.

3. | feel that | have a number of good qualities.

4. | am able to do things as well as most other people.

5. | feel | do not have much to be proud of.

6. | certainly feel useless at times.

7. | feel that I'm a person of worth.

8. | wish | could have more respect for myself.

9. All in all, | am inclined to think that | am a failure.

10. | take a positive attitude toward myself.

Television Motives Scale (Rubin, 1983)

Scored on 5-Point Likert Scale ranging between “Not at all like me.” To “Exactly

Like Me.”

1. Because it relaxes me.

2. Because it allows me to unwind.

3. Because it’s a pleasant rest.

4. So | won'’t be alone.

5. When there’s no one else to talk to or be with.
6. Because it makes me feel less lonely.

7. Just because it’s there.

8. Because | just like to watch.

9. Because it’s a habit, just something | do.

10. When | have nothing better to do.

11. Because it passes the time away, particularly when I’'m bored.

12. Because it gives me something to do to occupy my time.
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13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

21.

22.

23.

24.

25.

26.

27.

Because it entertains me.

Because it's enjoyable.

Because it amuses me.

Because it's something to do when friends come over.

So | can talk with other people about what’s on.

So | can be with other members of the family or friends who are watching.

Because it helps me learn things about myself and others.
So | can learn how to do things which | haven’t done before.
So | could learn about what could happen to me.

Because it’s thrilling.

Because it’s exciting.

Because it peps me up.

So | can forget about school or other things.

So | can get away from the rest of the family or others.

So | can get away from what I'm doing.
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Appendix B _— Participant Information Sheet

Date that data collection will start:
April 10th 2025

Project Title

The Parasocial Hypothesis: How do our experiences with fictional worlds impact real-
world loneliness and self-esteem?

Hello there!

My name is Lily File, and | am a Master’s student at Auckland University of
Technology, New Zealand. | am currently working on research that involves fictional
characters and parasocial relationships. This information sheet is an invitation to
participate in my research study. This study is being carried out as a requirement
for completion of my master’s thesis.

What is the purpose of this research?

This research aims to explore parasocial relationships, or the relationships we have
with our favourite fictional characters. Some research suggests that parasocial
relationships can act as a form of social support and induce benefits, but most do
not come to a clear result. It is hoped that my research can enable a greater
understanding of the benefits that fictional attachments can have on real-world
social situations. The findings of this research may be used for academic
publications and presentations.

How was | identified and why am | being invited to participate in this research?

You have been identified for this research because you responded (by following the
link) to the advert | shared on social media or the posters around AUT campus. If
you’re over the age of 16 and are familiar with English, | invite you to take part in
this research around your favourite fictional television character.

No identifying information will be requested by the study. Participation will be
completely anonymous.

How do | agree to participate in this research?

To agree to take part in my research, all you need to do is press the button below
that will take you to the survey. This survey is voluntary, so you choose whether or
not you wish to participate. You are free to exit the survey at any time if you no
longer want to participate. Simply exit the browser window you have the survey
open on. Unfortunately, if you withdraw partway through the survey, your responses
cannot be deleted as | will not know which response belongs to you.

Prize Draw

After completing the survey, if you like, you can choose to enter a random prize
draw for one of 5 $20 iTunes vouchers. Simply click the link and you will be directed
to another survey where you can enter contact details. Entry into the draw is not
linked to your responses to this survey, so | will not be able to identify you in any
way. Contact information (if given) will be destroyed once the prizes have been
drawn.
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What will my participation involve?

All you will need to do is fill in the survey if you want to participate. There will be
four questionnaires about loneliness, self-esteem and parasocial relationships (i.e.,
— your relationship with your favourite television character) and the reason why you
choose to watch television. | will not be asking for any identifying information
(unless you want to enter the separate prize draw) so your participation will remain
anonymous.

What are the benefits?

This study will add to the broad field of parasocial relationships by investigating if
these relationships can provide positive outcomes for those who engage in them.
This will be greatly beneficial to participants and the researcher as it allows for an
in depth understanding of the benefits of television watching. The results will also
contribute to completion of my postgraduate qualification.

What are the costs?

The survey will take 10 minutes of your time to complete after you read through this
information sheet.

Will the results of the study be published?

Yes. The results of my research will be published in a Masters’ Thesis. This thesis
will be available to the general public through the AUT library. The results may be
published in peer-reviewed, academic journals. But, you will not be identifiable in
any publication.

What are the discomforts and risks?

The study is low risk, so participants may only experience a minor discomfort with
the contents of the survey.

How will these discomforts and risks be alleviated?

If there are any concerns with the research, participants are advised to contact the
researcher.

What will happen to information about me?

The information collected in this study (aside from the separate survey draw pool
unconnected to the study data) will remain completely anonymous. Data will only
be used for the purposes of understanding the effects of parasocial relationships.
Qualtrics (the survey platform) does not track IP addresses or link survey
responses back to any personal information. The survey data will be removed from
Qualtrics after the three-month data collection period. This will be transferred to
Onedrive for storage. Data will be anonymous, so it will be stored indefinitely. Data
will not be sold to other companies.

What opportunity do | have to consider this invitation?

The survey will be open for three months of data collection, so you have any time
between May 1t and August 315t 2025 to complete it.

Will | receive feedback on the results of this research?

If you are interested in the results of my research, | will be providing a URL
(https://docs.google.com/document/d/1w0djwcvE2Z3G6SnxC4zEoZYP1b1cedLeFc
zQk4bNwlA/edit?usp =sharing) that will contain a one-page document of the
findings at the end after the project has completed.
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What do | do if | have concerns about this research?

Any concerns regarding the nature of this project should be notified in the first
instance to the Project Supervisor, Dr. Ying Wang y.wang@aut.ac.nz

Concerns regarding the conduct of the research should be notified to the Executive
Secretary of AUTEC, ethics@aut.ac.nz, (+649) 921 9999 ext 6038.

Who do | contact for further information about this research?

Please keep this Information Sheet for your future reference. You are also able to
contact the research team as follows:

Researcher Contact
Details:

Lily File:
zhr7194@autuni.ac.nz
Project Supervisor Contact Details:

Dr Ying Wang y.wang@aut.ac.nz

Dr Jay Wood jay.wood@aut.ac.nz

Approved by the Auckland University of Technology Ethics Committee on 9%
April 2025, approval was granted, AUTEC Reference number 25/82.

53



	Abstract
	List of Figures
	List of Tables
	Attestation of Authorship
	Acknowledgements
	What are Parasocial Relationships and why are they important?
	Parasocial Relationship Formation

	Literature Review
	Identification and Character Homophily
	Wishful Identification and Parasocial Relationships
	Homophily and Character Similarity
	The Parasocial Compensation Hypothesis
	Mental Health Implications
	Compensation and Attachment
	Lack of Consensus

	Methods
	Design
	Participants
	Measures
	Procedure

	Results
	Preliminary analyses

	Main Analyses
	Exploratory analyses

	Discussion
	Strengths of the Current Study
	Limitations/Future Directions
	Unusual Research Trends
	(Para)Social Relationships and Stigma
	Parasocial Relationships and Social Comparison
	Parasocial Defences

	Conclusion
	References
	Appendix A: Ethics Approval Documents
	Appendix B

