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Abstract

Parasocial relationships — the one-sided socio-emotional bonds that audiences form
with media figures — have been studied for nearly seventy years, yet the construct has
been repeatedly reconfigured as the media environment has changed. This systematic
review synthesizes forty-one peer-reviewed studies and book chapters published
between 1987 and 2025, spanning communication, media psychology, and marketing
scholarship. The corpus is analyzed through two complementary lenses. A thematic
analysis identifies eight research streams: conceptual and theoretical foundations,
measurement and scale development, well-being and psychology, social media and
platforms, marketing and consumer behavior, children and development, contact and
prejudice and politics, and human-computer interaction. A temporal analysis resolves
the literature into three developmental phases — a foundational period (1987-2008)
preoccupied with establishing the construct's legitimacy, a diversification period
(2010-2017) reorganized by the arrival of social media, and an application and
consolidation period (2018-2025) characterized by applied domains, new methods,
and synthesizing work. Three theoretical trajectories cut across both phase and theme:
the progressive erosion of the non-reciprocity premise, the empirical reversal of the
compensation hypothesis, and the persistent instability of measurement. The review
argues that the parasocial relationship remains a construct in active definition rather
than one settled and merely applied, and that emerging conversational artificial
intelligence will force the field's defining assumption of non-reciprocity toward
resolution.
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Systematic Review, Social Media, Human-Computer Interaction.


mailto:Shahghasemi@ut.ac.ir
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-8716-5806
https://doi.org/10.22034/acmj.2026.247180

Parasocial Relationships Across Four Decades: A Systematic Thematic and Temporal Review

Extended Abstract

Introduction

Horton and Wohl (1956) coined the term parasocial interaction to describe the illusion of
face-to-face intimacy that broadcasting produced between performers and their audiences. The
concept has since expanded from the momentary, encounter-bound experience of parasocial
interaction (PSI) to the enduring bond of the parasocial relationship (PSR), migrating across
television, social network sites, influencer platforms, live streaming and, most recently,
conversational artificial intelligence. At each migration, audiences have been found to form
one-sided socio-emotional attachments to figures who, in the classical formulation, cannot
return the feeling. The resulting literature is extensive, interdisciplinary and conspicuously
fragmented. Pursued across communication, media psychology, consumer research and
human-computer interaction with little cross-citation, it applies concepts cultivated for one
media era to environments they were never designed to describe. Beneath a shared vocabulary
lie unresolved disagreements about what a parasocial relationship is, how it should be
measured, and whether its defining property — non-reciprocity — still holds in interactive
media. A synthesis is therefore needed that reads the field's thematic structure and its
developmental trajectory together. The review asks which thematic domains organize this
research, how the field has evolved, and which theoretical trajectories run through both theme
and time.

Theoretical Framework

The review departs from the distinction between parasocial interaction, the situated
viewing-bound experience, and the parasocial relationship, the durable bond persisting beyond
it. A defining feature of the field is that it has never possessed a native theory of its own. It has
borrowed instead from interpersonal communication and psychology — uncertainty reduction
theory (Rubin & McHugh, 1987), attachment theory (Cohen, 1997), self-discrepancy theory
(Derrick et al., 2008), the investment model (Eyal & Dailey, 2012), imagined interaction theory
(Madison & Porter, 2016) and self-determination theory (Hartmann, 2016) — with the shared
ambition of establishing that parasocial bonds are structurally continuous with interpersonal
ones, and therefore tractable to existing relational theory.

Two propositions have organized much of the empirical work: the compensation hypothesis,
that parasocial relationships substitute for a deficient social life, and the parasocial contact
hypothesis, that bonds with outgroup media figures reduce intergroup prejudice. Underlying
both is the load-bearing premise of non-reciprocity — the media figure cannot return the
audience member's attention. The review treats that premise as an analytic object rather than a
given, and treats measurement as part of the framework, since instrument construction has
repeatedly served as the vehicle for conceptual argument.

Method

The corpus comprises forty-one peer-reviewed journal articles and scholarly book chapters
published between 1987 and 2025. Studies were included where a parasocial relationship or
parasocial interaction was a central construct, where the work was published in English, and
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where it offered either empirical evidence or a conceptual or methodological advance. Both
primary studies and review or meta-analytic works were admitted, so that theoretical evolution
could be represented alongside empirical findings. The corpus spans communication, media
psychology and marketing, and deliberately includes both broadcast-era research and
contemporary work on social media, live streaming and artificial intelligence, exposing the
construct's full developmental arc.

Analysis proceeded in two stages. Each study was first coded by its principal thematic
contribution, yielding eight non-exclusive research streams; because many studies contribute
to more than one, thematic attributions are treated as overlapping rather than mutually
exclusive. It was then arranged along a temporal axis to identify developmental periods and
trace persisting theoretical trajectories.

Findings

Eight research streams organize the corpus: conceptual and theoretical foundations;
measurement and scale development; well-being and psychology; social media and platforms;
marketing and consumer behaviour; children and development; contact, prejudice and politics;
and human-computer interaction. The conceptual, measurement and well-being streams span
the whole period, whereas the other five cluster in the later decades, several opening only after
social network sites became pervasive. The conceptual stream, present in every period,
bifurcates over time from constructing the construct to interrogating it.

The temporal analysis resolves the literature into three developmental periods, marked not by
volume but by qualitative shifts in what the field takes to be its central problem. A foundational
period (1987-2008) is preoccupied with establishing parasocial relationships as legitimate
objects of relational theory; nearly all its studies fall in the conceptual, measurement or
well-being streams, and nearly all concern television. A diversification period (2010-2017) is
reorganized by the arrival of social media: Baek, Bae and Jang (2013) provide the first social
network site study, three new streams open almost simultaneously, and 2016 alone contains
nine studies spread across nearly every theme, making it the pivot of the corpus. An application
and consolidation period (2018-2025) turns toward applied and frontier domains — political
communication, human-computer interaction, influencer marketing, live streaming — while
producing the synthesizing work of a maturing tradition: one meta-analysis and two reviews,
alongside new computational methods.

Read at the intersection of the two axes, the streams do not merely accumulate but are
reorganized around the social media rupture of the early 2010s: before 2013 the corpus is
effectively a television literature; afterwards, social media remakes the existing streams rather
than merely adding one. Three long trajectories run beneath this structure. The first is the
progressive erosion of non-reciprocity: stable in the foundational period, it loosens when Bond
(2016) finds that even minimal acknowledgment intensifies adolescents' bonds, and collapses
with Kowert and Daniel's (2021) "one-and-a-half-sided relationship™ and Xu et al.'s (2023)
finding that micro-celebrity bonds feel more reciprocal. The second is the empirical reversal of
the compensation hypothesis: Tukachinsky, Walter and Saucier's (2020) meta-analysis finds
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no association between social deficiency and parasocial relationship formation, redefining
these bonds as extensions of social life rather than substitutes for it. The third is the persistent
instability of measurement: no consensus is reached across four decades, each new instrument
claiming that its predecessors conflated interaction with relationship or omitted a necessary
dimension.

Conclusion

The two readings describe a field moving from establishment toward consolidation, but one
whose foundations were never secured before its rapid expansion. That reversing the
compensation hypothesis required a meta-analysis, that measurement never stabilized, and
above all that the construct's defining premise was eroded by the very platforms the field turned
to study, together imply that parasocial relationship research expanded outward faster than it
secured its conceptual core.

The parasocial relationship is therefore best understood not as a settled construct now applied
to new cases, but as one in active definition, redefined with each turn of the media environment.
What the field requires is not further demonstration that parasocial bonds exist and matter —
the corpus establishes this abundantly — but theoretical work specifying what the construct
becomes when its boundary conditions collapse. Two directions follow. The contact, prejudice
and politics stream remains strikingly underdeveloped relative to its demonstrated social
importance. And human-computer interaction is the likeliest source of the field's next phase:
as conversational artificial intelligence systems become interactants rather than static figures,
the question of non-reciprocity may finally be forced toward resolution, because such systems
genuinely respond. The concept's future coherence depends on whether the field can theorize
what a parasocial relationship becomes when the other side begins to answer.
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