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Abstract 
Parasocial Interaction (PSI) refers to the unilateral social relationship between media 
audiences and media roles, which is a core concept in media research. Some scholars 
have conducted research on it in the offline media environment, but here hasn't been a 
comprehensive review of comparable content in the online media environment. In light 
of this, this article covers existing research in the areas of connotation, features and 
measurement, theoretical mechanism, pre-factors, and outcome variables of PSI, and 
speculates on future study directions. 
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1. Introduction 

Nowadays, people are involved in online social media such as Facebook, YouTube and 
Instagram. Social networks have evolved into an integral component of marketing strategy (1). 
The widespread usage of social media has facilitated the fast growth of PSI among users. With 
the increase of people’s dependence on social media, it is necessary to clarify the theoretical 
mechanism and influencing factors of PSI. 
Foreign scholars have conducted lots of research on PSI. They initially concentrated on the use 
of PSI in offline media, but they have progressively shifted their attention to online media study. 
Afterwards, some scholars explored the factors affecting PSI, and their impact on cognition and 
behavior. 
In view of this, this article examines the related studies on PSI. On the basis of summarizing the 
social interaction model, the study first describes the connotation, features, and measurement 
methods of PSI, and then analyzes the theoretical background, pre-factors, and result variables 
of PSI. Finally, the article looks ahead to the future research directions, thereby contributing to 
the marketing literature. 

2. The Connotation, Features and Measurement of Parasocial Interaction 

2.1. Connotation of Parasocial Interaction 
PSI was first proposed by Horton and Wohl (2). It describes the unilateral social relationship 
between media audiences and media roles, which is also a widely adopted definition. For 
example, the relationship between TV viewers and actors. There is no face-to-face 
communication between them, and the actors have the sovereignty of communication, because 
they are well known by the audience due to their popularity. Moreover, the number of audience 
is much larger than the number of actors, and therefore the actors cannot fully grasped the 
psychological demands of the audience. The way of communication between the two is one-
way, and this interactive relationship is called PSI. 
PSI gives the audience a sense of intimacy, i.e., pseudo-friendship. Once the PSI is established, 
media roles will be seen as role models, and their values and opinions will begin to affect 
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individuals (2). Besides, PSI is derived from an individual's self-establishment, and another 
person may not be aware of the relationship and influence it (3). 
Previous research on PSI is mainly in offline media environments (e.g., TV, radio, etc.). Recently, 
PSI in online environments has attracted the attention of scholars, such as live broadcast 
platforms (4),  vloggers (5) and social networking sites (6). In summary, a variety of studies 
have taken PSI as a variable to explore the interactive relationship between audience and media 
roles and the issue of compliance with business values. 

2.2. Characteristics of Parasocial Interaction 
The key characteristics of PSI include friendship, understanding, and identification. In a 
parasocial context, friendship is defined as a mutual relationship characterized by intimacy and 
liking (7). The greater the frequency of interaction, the greater the likelihood of friendship 
creation (8). Understanding refers to the degree to which an individual believes that he a 
thorough comprehension of others (2). Identification is defined as the acceptance of one 
person's attitude or behavior by another person, which is a process of social influence with a 
clear stake (9). 
In addition, PSI also has the following three features: First, what distinguishes PSI from other 
human interactions is its one-way nature; second, PSI is different from traditional interactive 
media, and the interactive parties only use media as communication channels, including a 
variety of traditional media and new social media and websites; third, PSI and traditional 
interaction share the common characteristics of interpersonal contact since they are 
fundamentally the same. 

2.3. Measurement of Parasocial Interaction 
In the previous literature, the 10-item version of PSI (10) is the most commonly used tool for 
assessing PSI. It was originally designed to measure the PSI between audience and local TV 
newscasters. Each item in the scale is scored according to the Likert 5-level scale, and then the 
scores of each item are added to calculate the total PSI score. The higher the score, the higher 
the PSI intensity (11). Meanwhile, the Experience of Parasocial Interaction (EPSI) (12) is also a 
common scale for measuring PSI, which focuses on the interactive experience perceived by the 
audience (4). 
Furthermore, starting from the three substructures of PSI, namely friendship, understanding 
and identification, Chung et al. (13) applied nine items to assess them. They selected three items 
from the scale of Rubin and Perse (14) as the friendship dimension. The understanding 
dimension consists of three projects: one project is from Tal Or and Cohen (15), and two 
projects are based on the theoretical concept of PSI (2). In terms of identification, two projects 
of Auter and Palmgreen (16) and one project of Rubin et al. (10) are used. From the perspective 
of PSI properties, it includes perceived realism and authenticity. The Likert 5-level scale is used 
to assess perceived reality, including two items derived from Rubin (17). The authenticity is 
measured on a Likert 5-level scale using an item (18). 
In summary, the 10-item scale of PSI (10) and the EPSI scale (12) are two scales that are widely 
used in PSI research. In addition, there are scales compiled from the three substructures or 
attributes of PSI. Future research should flexibly choose suitable measurement methods 
according to the research purpose and experimental design. 

3. The Pre-Factors and Outcome Variables of Parasocial Interaction 

3.1. Theoretical Basis of Parasocial Interaction 
The theoretical basis of PSI is mainly used to examine the factors that affect PSI, including social 
compensation theory, social comparison theory and use and satisfaction theory. 
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Firstly, prior research has focused on social compensation theory, where social needs drive 
users to use social media in order to build PSI to compensate for their desire for social inclusion, 
acceptance, or belonging. For example, Lee et al. (19) used the social compensation hypothesis 
to prove that social anxiety promotes the establishment of PSI to meet the needs of belonging. 
The hypothesis explains that low self-esteem motivates individuals to compensate with PSI. It 
elucidates that the frequent use of social networks by individuals with low self-esteem is due 
to their preference for conducting PSI by making friends in the virtual world, which in turn 
allows them to avoid real rejection in order to compensate for their deficits in social acceptance 
and inclusion. Self-esteem, on the other hand, reduces addictive social media use. 
Secondly, researchers use social comparison theory to show that individuals evaluate 
themselves by comparing what they own and what they consume. Individuals can compare up 
with those who are better than themselves and down with those who are worse than 
themselves. For consumption behavior, upward comparison can enhance purchase intention 
and possessiveness (20). For example, for luxury goods, according to social comparison theory, 
when consumers watch luxury vlogs, they believe that they have similar beliefs with vloggers. 
Therefore, vloggers' positive evaluations of luxury brands can boost customers' favorable 
impressions, and this consistency of attitude contributes to the formation of the PSI between 
them(21). 
Since then, many studies have applied Use and Satisfaction Theory (UGT) to determine 
motivations for social media use. According to UGT, individuals utilize media to satisfy their 
social, information, and entertainment demands in order to reach the highest level of pleasure. 
(22). 

3.2. Pre-Factors of Parasocial Interaction 
As for the pre-factors of PSI, the existing research mainly discusses from the perspectives of 
media roles and audiences. 
3.2.1. Media Role Perspective 
This perspective mainly involves factors such as social media interaction, self-disclosure, 
character characteristics, credibility and attractiveness. 
Social media interaction refers to the interaction between consumers and celebrities on social 
media. Self-disclosure reveals hidden personal thoughts and feelings to others (23). Self-
disclosure has two dimensions: breadth and depth. Breadth is the number of topics covered, 
while depth is the degree of privacy of the information disclosed. Previous studies have 
confirmed that social media interaction and self-disclosure are positively correlated with PSI, 
but there is no further study on the relationship between the two dimensions of self disclosure 
and PSI. For example, when celebrities on YouTube self-disclose, they will be considered more 
realistic and conductive to the formation of PSI. This sense of authenticity has nothing to do 
with whether the content of self-disclosure is positive or not, even negative self-disclosure can 
contribute to the formation of PSI (18). Meanwhile, self-disclosure also plays a part of the 
mediating role between social media interaction and PSI (13). 
Existing studies have also found a positive correlation between character characteristics and 
PSI, such as the direction of gaze of people in YouTube videos, where people's "face off camera" 
is significantly less realistic than "mainly facing away from the camera" or "mainly facing the 
camera" (18). Credibility refers to the reliability and credibility of the source (24). Credibility 
is positively related to PSI. For example, when weight loss vloggers are perceived as more 
credible, viewers will favor them more and the PSI between the two will be stronger (5). 
Regarding attractiveness, scholars discuss from the two aspects of individual and e-commerce. 
For individuals, attractiveness can be divided into appearance or social attractiveness. 
Appearance attractiveness describes the individual's appearance characteristics and 
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attractiveness. Social attractiveness refers to the possibility of making friends with media 
figures or choosing media figures as social partners (25). Prior studies (21) have found that the 
appearance attractiveness of luxury vloggers or weight loss vloggers has a positive effect on PSI. 
However, some studies (26) on the fans of beauty celebrities on YouTube and Instagram believe 
that social attractiveness is positively correlated with PSI, while appearance attractiveness has 
a negative impact on PSI. 
The attractiveness of the e-commerce field refers to the overall evaluation or attitude towards 
potential relationships. From the perspective of technical attraction, it can be divided into three 
key dimensions: social attraction, task attraction, and appearance attraction. Social 
attractiveness is an essential feature of online communities. Users can gain information and 
benefits shared by the community by interacting with others (27). Task attractiveness means 
that with the support of system technology, users can obtain valuable and efficient information 
to solve business-related problems (28). Appearance attractiveness refers to the visual design 
elements and visual quality that make the website attractive (29). Social attractiveness and task 
attractiveness directly affect user PSI, while social attractiveness and task attractiveness both 
play a significant intermediary role between appearance attractiveness and PSI. If the platform 
operator only lay stress on the appearance design of the website without providing users with 
enough practical functions, then the website will not attract consumers to form or stay PSI (6). 
Therefore, there are inconsistent findings on the relationship between different segmentation 
dimensions of attractiveness and PSI, which need to be further explored. 
3.2.2. Audience Perspective 
Exsiting studies also examine the audience perspective, which mainly includes the factors of 
social presence, social anxiety, loneliness, self-esteem, empathy, identity, online time, and 
homogeneity. 
The concept of social presence was first introduced by Short et al. (30) to explain the salience 
of people's perceptions of others and interpersonal relationships in their interactions. Later, 
social existence was redefined as the feeling of being with others in media communication (31). 
Social presence has been proven to be a significant predictor of PSI, such as the enhancement 
of social presence caused by the 3D sound of live concerts, which significantly strengthens the 
audience’s experience of PSI with performers (32). Social anxiety refers to a mental state of 
excessive or persistent nervousness in interacting with people (33). Studies have shown that 
viewers’ social anxiety is positively correlated with the PSI between viewers and their favorite 
Youtube celebrities (11). 
Loneliness is defined as the unpleasant emotional experience that occurs when an individual’s 
social network is defective in some vital aspects (34). Loneliness can be divided into two 
different types, namely social loneliness and emotional loneliness. Social loneliness refers to 
the lack of perception of social networks with common interests and activities, while emotional 
loneliness represents the lack of perception of close attachment to others (35). Self-esteem 
refers to a person's level of self-acceptance. It comes from the evaluation of self-worth, 
attractiveness, and ability, which is an indicator of the effectiveness of social relationships. 
Empathy is defined as the ability to experience and understand the feelings of others (36), 
which includes both cognitive and emotional aspects. Cognitive empathy involves 
understanding the perspectives and mental states of others, helping to predict their next 
actions and to detect their lies or true feelings (37). Emotional empathy refers to other directed 
emotional responses to the emotional state of others (38), which can promote individual 
altruistic behavior and social connections (37). 
Prior literature has (39) proved that empathy and low self-esteem have a positive effect on PSI, 
while loneliness does not. In fact, the results of studies on the relationship between loneliness 
and PSI differ using one- and multidimensional measures of loneliness. Moreover, elderly 
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consumers are more likely to establish PSI with media figures (40) because they rely on PSI to 
compensate for their loneliness. However, young consumers are less likely to establish PSI with 
media figures because they may have more opportunities to participate in social interaction. 
The relatively young age (18-40 years) of the subjects in the study may invalidate the findings 
of the relationship between loneliness and and PSI (39). Meanwhile, recent research (41) has 
reported the impact of loneliness among teenagers and adults on their online social media use, 
indicating that they actively use online platforms to build friendships to compensate for 
loneliness. Therefore, the relationship between loneliness and PSI needs more comprehensive 
research. 
Identity refers to the psychological means that an individual adopts another person’s opinion 
to establish and maintain an ideal relationship with others. Online time means that in order to 
keep in touch with social media celebrities, audiences spend a lot of time following them on 
social media, such as reading their latest posts, gossiping about celebrities, and getting other 
updates. Online time acts as an intermediary between social media celebrities and PSI. Identity 
is also a regulated intermediary that social media celebrities exert their influence on PSI 
through indirect means (online time) (42). 
Homogeneity is defined as the degree to which people interact similarly in terms of beliefs, 
education, social status, etc (43). Homogeneity includes four dimensions, namely attitude, 
background, value and appearance (44). Attitude homogeneity reflects the degree to which an 
individual is aware that another person’s attitudes or thoughts are the same as one’s own. 
Background homogeneity reflects the extent to which individuals are aware that another 
person shares a similar social class, economic status, and position with them. Value 
homogeneity displays the degree to which an individual realizes that another person has 
similar personal values or morals. Appearance homogeneity refers to the degree to which one 
person feels that another person looks similar to him. 
Existing studies highlight the homogeneity of attitude, but lack of research on homogeneity in 
other dimensions. For example, Lee (21) and Sokolova (26) have confirmed that homogeneity 
of attitude positively affects PSI in the context of luxury goods and fashion beauty products. 
However, the level of attitude homogeneity of weight loss vloggers has no significant effect on 
PSI (5). Therefore, research on the relationship between attitude homogeneity and PSI in 
different contexts needs further confirmed. 
To sum up, factors affecting PSI include multiple types, and current researchers have studied 
more from the media audience perspective and less from the media role perspective. Previous 
studies have under-researched the dimensions of self-disclosure and homogeneity in relation 
to PSI, and there are inconsistent findings on the relationship between attractiveness, 
loneliness, and attitudinal homogeneity and PSI, and future studies can improve these aspects. 

3.3. The Outcome Variables of Parasocial Interaction 
The outcome variables of PSI in the available literature can be divided into two main categories: 
cognitive responses, including luxury brand perceptions and electronic word of mouth(eWOM); 
and behavioral responses of consumers, including purchase intentions, social business 
intentions and financial support, internet addiction and willingness to comply. 
3.3.1. Cognitive Response 
Existing studies have concentrated on PSI and luxury brand perception and word-of-mouth. On 
the one hand, luxury brand awareness includes three aspects: luxury brand value, brand user 
image matching and brand luxury. The value of a luxury brand is the overall evaluation of the 
value of a luxury brand. Brand user image matching is an overall assessment of the matching 
between oneself and brand users. Brand luxury refers to consumers' perception of brand 
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prestige (45). High PSI of audiences with luxury vloggers has been demonstrated to generate 
positive luxury brand perceptions (21). 
On the other hand, word-of-mouth refers to an essential source of information for potential 
consumers, alleviating the asymmetry of information in traditional marketing, thereby 
enhancing market transparency (46). eWOM refers to any positive or negative word-of-mouth 
statements made by potential, actual or previous customers about a product or company via 
the Internet (47). Previous studies have confirmed that fans' PSI with online celebrities 
promotes fans' eWOM willingness (39). 
3.3.2. Behavioral Response 
PSI also shapes consumers' behavioral responses, mainly including purchase intention, social 
business intentions, financial support actions, online addiction and willingness to comply. 
First, purchase intention is a key predictor of purchase behavior. Some studies have shown that 
both PSI and credibility between bloggers and followers are positively correlated with purchase 
intention, especially for Generation Z (born after 1995) and Generation Y (born between 1980 
and 1995), where PSI has a higher effect than credibility (26). 
Secondly, individuals who form PSI on social networking sites are more likely to generate social 
business intentions. For example, users who form PSI on Chinese shopping site Mogujie tend to 
participate in social business activities (6). 
Furthermore, PSI actively affects financial support actions. For example, the PSI between the 
performer and the audience at the concert created by 3D sound increases the audience’s 
financial support for action, and the audience will support the performers by purchasing their 
product or service at a higher price (32). 
There are some studies that focus on the relationship between PSI and Internet addiction and 
willingness to comply with healthy weight loss. For example, the intensity of PSI formed 
between viewers and favorite YouTube celebrities is positively correlated with YouTube 
addiction. Meanwhile, social anxiety can regulate the relationship between PSI and YouTube 
addiction. Among individuals with high social anxiety, the relationship between PSI and 
YouTube addiction is stronger than that between individuals with low social anxiety (11). In 
addition, an experimental study on a YouTube weight loss vlogger confirms that the vlogger can 
shape the audience’s willingness to comply with healthy weight loss behaviors through the 
development of PSI (5). Consumer readiness, consisting of  role clarity, competence and 
motivation, can act as a mediator to influence PSI on the audience's willingness to comply, that 
is, PSI leads to upward social comparison of the audience to the vlogger. Therefore, PSI can 
improve the readiness of consumers, thereby enhancing the compliance with the vlogger's 
instructions. 
In general, PSI not only affects cognitive response, but also affects behavioral response. Few 
studies have explored the impact of PSI on cognitive response, so future research in this area 
should be strengthened. 

4. Future Research Prospects 

Through reviewing the related research of PSI, we found that the existing research mainly 
revolves around the connotation and characteristics, pre-factors and result variables of PSI. 
There is still room for expansion in the future. 
First, explore the influence of psychological characteristics and the number of fans on PSI. 
Future research can start from the role of media and explore the relationship between 
psychological characteristics (such as personality characteristics, lifestyle, and motivation) and 
PSI. In addition, it is possible to examine the development of PSI among audiences and different 
types of media celebrities based on their number of followers, such as macro-level celebrities 
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(200,000-900,000 followers), known for their expertise in specific products and services; 
micro-level celebrities (10,000-200,000 followers), focused on their own communities and 
audiences; and nano-level celebrities (<10,000 followers), brand advocates with a deep 
audience base (48). 
Second, examine the impact of different needs on PSI. In the current research on the pre-factors 
of PSI, it is found that there is insufficient research on the relationship between the dimensions 
of self-disclosure and homogeneity and PSI. The research on the relationship between 
attractiveness, loneliness and homogeneity of attitudes and PSI has inconsistent conclusions, 
which need further refinement. In addition, based on UGT theory, further research may 
consider other social, information, and entertainment needs that affect PSI. 
Third, assess the effect of PSI persistence on cognitive and behavioral responses. Most previous 
studies have focused on the strength of PSI and ignored the persistence of PSI. Future research 
could address this, for example, as consumers continue to follow vloggers and their content, 
studies could measure the impact of PSI on compliance behavior at different points in time, etc. 
(5). 
Fourth, apply diverse research methods. Most current studies are based on cross-sectional data. 
Therefore, future research should adopt different research designs, such as longitudinal 
research and experimental design. For example, experimental design manipulates the level of 
self-disclosure in terms of breadth and depth to fill the gaps of these two attributes in PSI 
research. 
Fifth, examine the promotion of PSI conclusions in various fields. Previous literature is mostly 
limited to a single field, such as beauty and fashion products, or a single media platform. Future 
research could explore the specificity of each platform's content and compare their PSI 
separately. In addition, the current research is also constrained by a single country, and the 
cultural differences in the formation of PSI can be further investigated. For example, cultural 
differences may affect the degree to which PSI reduces persuasion knowledge. 
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