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Abstract
	 As social networking sites skyrocketed, especially among the teenage demographic, 
parasocial interactions with celebrities have risen in tandem. Past research has not specifically 
focused on the ramifications of social media in early childhood development. Using a mixed-
method phenomenological design, results indicated that feelings of parental rejection at a young 
age caused teenagers to feel higher anxiety in social situations (r = .89, p < .011). These socially 
anxious teenagers in turn reacted more intensely when their favorite celebrity underwent negative 
experiences and shared them on social media (r = .89, p < 0.05). Additionally, a strong statistical 
correlation was found (r = .92, p < .001) between checking celebrity social media accounts 
and believing a celebrity would correspondingly like their fan. Findings reveal that parasocial 
relationships are ultimately unhealthy, and make it difficult for individuals to distinguish between 
genuine and one-sided, non-reciprocal relationships. Understanding these relationships is crucial 
in helping teenagers re-evaluate how they perceive and distinguish in-person interactions as 
opposed to artificial, virtual relationships. Based on these findings, future researchers should 
study cases of intense social media fan behavior and explore how to wean teenagers from 
superficial celebrity obsessions with alternative coping mechanisms (i.e. therapy pets, journaling, 
meditation, etc.).

Keywords: Parasocial relationships, attachment, celebrity stalking, influencers, adolescent 
relationships
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“I’ve left you dozens of poems, letters and love 
messages in the faint hope that you could develop an 
interest in me”

- John Hinkley Jr.in a letter to Jodie Foster

Introduction
	 Parasocial interactions were first defined 
by sociologists Horton & Wohl as quasi-interactions 
where an individual is invested in a media figure who 
is unaware of the individual’s existence. Parasocial 
interactions with celebrities have increased due to 
larger celebrity media presence on social media. Both 
cyber-stalking and real-world stalking has risen as 
well—rising 72% from 2014 to 2018 in the UK (Maple 
et al., 2015). Recent studies have identified why 
these interactions may be formed, and how teenagers 
are especially susceptible to them. A majority of 
adolescents seek information about romantic love 
from TV and movies, understanding relationships 
through the lens of popular media (Ward, 2002). This 
view of relationships, which is often idealistic, results 
in this age group also being particularly sensitive to 
rejection and heartbreak. Teenagers feel driven to have 
“perfect” relationships, such as the ones portrayed on 
screen, due to their heightened need for security within 
social groups and on social media. According to the 
North American Journal of Psychology,  parasocial 
relationships “require the same emotional skills, but 
do not require the necessary work needed to maintain 
the interaction.” (David et al., 2019). Relationships 
are often portrayed as overly simplistic in the media, 
and as adolescents learn about them in that way, it 
makes sense that this age group would be more likely 
to engage in parasocial relationships, which are near 
effortless to maintain. 

Literature Review

1.0 Search Strategies
	 The scholarly articles cited in this paper were 
found on Google Scholar, EBSCO, JSTOR, National 
Library of Medicine, and various university databases. 
The search terms used to find sources included 
“attachment theory,” “parasocial relationships,” 
“internet celebrities,” “social media interaction,” 
“adolescent relationships,” and “celebrity worship”.

1.1 Nobody Knows Him Like I Do: How 
Celebrity Worship Stems From The 
Childhood Environment
	 Celebrity worship refers to a specific 
obsession with a famous media figure, often 
manifesting in one being overly involved in the 
celebrity’s personal life. A study measuring celebrity 
worship from Dr. McCutcheon speculated that 
an “introverted nature and lack of meaningful 
relationships” expedite psychological obsessions in 
order to create a personal identity. Similar to other 
addictions, celebrity worship uses delusion to soothe 
other unrelated obsessions. This absorption is achieved 
through focusing all attention on a celebrity, and 
this fake sense of reality “promotes worshippers’ 
unfounded beliefs that they have a special relationship 
or connection with this celebrity”, which motivates 
them to learn “more about their object of attention.” 
(McCutcheon et al., 2002). Some worshippers move 
into public, physical spaces where they actively seek 
out information concerning the celebrity (internet 
rooms, fan conventions, etc.). Celebrity worship at its 
best creates role models for fans and at its worst results 
in violence when fans become overly obsessed with 
the celebrity—referred to as borderline-pathological 
parasocial relationships. From the Journal of Nervous 
and Mental Disease, “celebrity worship for intense-
personal reasons is associated with neuroticism”, while 
“celebrity worship reflecting pathological thoughts 
is related to psychoticism.” (Maltby & McCutcheon, 
2003). The development of these traits in adolescents 
is especially dangerous as teenagers often engage 
in impulsive behavior, which can be heightened 
by obsessional behavior at a young age. Following 
celebrities is very common among adolescents as 
teenagers struggle to construct a unique identity, but 
celebrity worship can manifest in dangerous behavior.

	 It is important to understand what factors 
contribute to the likelihood of a teenager to engage in 
celebrity worship. One of the factors that contribute 
to the development of obsessive behavior and thought 
patterns is the early childhood environment. The 
term ‘shielding’ refers to the protection guardians 
give their children from the external environment. 
The metaphorical screen evolves as a child matures, 
but the presence of a shield itself affects the child’s 
psychological development heavily. For a protected 
child, “[one] cannot allow [themself] to have the 
passing sadistic thought…These are shrouded in 



3

profound shame that wreaks havoc.” (O’Connor, 
2007). Furthermore, protected children describe 
themselves as having been naive around the reality 
of the world, and becoming disillusioned once out of 
their screened environment. On the other side of the 
spectrum, a lack of screening means that children are 
often left to deal with the burdens of their parents, 
becoming “exposed to parts of the world that are 
unmanageable for them,” or “not exposed enough 
to the reality of a harsh world.” Both extremes of 
screening results in a disconnect from parent to child. 
In adulthood, this manifests in over-dependency on 
interpersonal relationships. This dependency does not 
stop at adult relationships however, and is transferred 
to media figures for celebrity worshippers. Being 
dependent on a celebrity is comparatively more 
dangerous as people cannot be rejected by a celebrity, 
making these obsessions particularly hard to break free 
of.

1.2 I Moved to Connecticut for Jodie:   
Examining Celebrity Stalkers
	 Borderline-pathological parasocial 
relationships, a specific type of the phenomenon, 
manifest in stalking, intense fantasies, and even 
murder. The first anti-stalking law was passed in 
California in 1994 following the murder of actor 
Rebecca Schaeffer by an obsessed fan (National 
Institute of Justice, 1998). The fan, Robert Bardo 
became obsessed with Shaeffer, describing her as a 
goddess before a movie came out containing Schaeffer 
in a bedroom scene; Bardo’s attitude shifted to 
violence and he stalked and killed the young actress 
soon after in a jealous rage (Meloy et al., 2008). 

	 Stalking has become a point of interest 
in news media and is usually explained by intense 
parasocial behavior. Other famous stalking cases 
include Gwyneth Paltrow, whose stalker harassed 
for over a decade, sending her over 70 packages 
including love letters and various pornographic 
materials. Icelandic musician Bjork had a stalker 
who grew infatuated with her until the singer started 
dating another musician–effectively “betraying” him. 
Soon after, the stalker sent a letter bomb made of 
sulfuric acid to her residence before ending his life on 
camera. Selena was killed at age 23 by the president 
of her own fan club. John Lennon was famously—
and fatally—shot outside his apartment in 1980 by 
a crazed fan–who, after trying to be like Lennon for 

several years, became jealous of his fame and wished 
fame for himself. Finally, one of the most well-known 
cases of celebrity stalking: when John Hinkley Jr. 
became obsessed with actress Jodie Foster after 
her performance in Taxi Driver. Hinkley moved to 
Connecticut when Foster attended Yale University, and 
attempted to murder former president Ronald Reagan, 
for the purpose of demonstrating his love for the young 
actress, following the plot of Taxi Driver, her debut 
film (Schlesinger, 2006). 

	 Stalking has long been recognized in 
psychiatric fields, and has had varying definitions. 
The victim is essential to stalking, as it is the actions 
towards the victim that define the subclasses of 
stalking (Mullen, 2000). Obsessional stalking is 
defined as when the stalker feels wronged by the 
victim and seeks retribution. Erotomanic stalking is 
defined as when the stalker delusionally believes in a 
romantic or sexual relationship between themself and 
the victim—often a stranger, and incompetent stalking 
is defined as a stalker who lacks the ability to create 
relationships (Wykes, 2007). The most common red 
flag seen in stalkers of celebrities is having “unrealistic 
or untrue expectations of the celebrity, such as a 
non-existent romantic relationship between the fan 
and celebrity.” (Mullen & Pathé, 2002). Despite these 
red flags, however, many stalking cases go unnoticed 
until they reach extreme points. While not all stalkers 
are diagnosed with personality disorders, enough are 
for the phenomenon to be studied further. Parasocial 
relationships have become more and more common 
with the rise of social media sites. As the main 
demographic of these platforms, adolescents are an 
important group to understand.

1.3 My Mom Left Me, But Jennifer 
Aniston Won’t: Childhood Attachment 
Plays an Unprecedented Role in Parasocial 
Relationships
	 Psychologist Mary Ainsworth defined 
attachment styles formed in childhood as secure, 
anxious-ambivalent, or anxious-avoidant (Roberts, 
2007). These attachment styles play a crucial role in 
the development of adult relationships. The anxious-
ambivalent style is characterized by overly needy and 
dependent relationships, and the anxious-avoidant 
style is defined as those who are afraid of intimacy 
entirely, and distrust anyone who tries to get close to 
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them. It has been proven that childhood attachment 
predisposes one in their relationships formed in 
adolescence and adulthood. Ambivalently attached 
people become socially demanding and clingy, and 
they report “stalker-ish” behavior in themselves 
(McCutcheon et al., 2006). 

	 Parasocial relationships provide a sense 
of intimacy, a feeling all humans crave. Since their 
discovery in 1956, when sociologist Donald Horton 
and psychiatrist Richard Wohl listened to various 
“fireside” style radio broadcasts, these relationships 
give people delusional feelings of friendship without 
the required emotional work required (Paravati et al., 
2022). The scientists “noticed how listeners started to 
feel a sense of intimacy and personal relationship with 
the broadcaster, whom they had never met.” (Kim, 
2011). The amount of people who can take advantage 
of these relationships has grown with the rise of social 
media and social networking sites (SNS). In 2006, 
researchers David Giles and John Maltby classified 
parasocial relationships into three subcategories. 
They are entertainment-social: attraction due to 
entertainment and social value; intense-personal: 
obsessive and intensive thoughts about celebrities; and 
borderline-pathological: uncontrolled behaviors and 
fantasies about celebrities. 

	 Parasocial interaction is not limited to 
friendship or romantic relationships, however, and 
people often try to compensate for lack of parental-
based attachment by obsessing over certain celebrities 
(David, 2019). Although adults are less affected 
by attachment than infants, when an adult loses a 
relationship, they cope through the typical stages of 
grief. This same behavior is also seen with the loss 
of parasocial relationships. For example, one may 
have the same grieving process for the loss of a close 
friend and the loss of a celebrity (Cohen, 2004). The 
loss of a symbiotic relationship depicts more about 
the intensity of the relationship than the measurement 
of the relationship in and of itself. Furthermore, 
parasocial relationships are easily maintained, and hard 
to break out of, as parasocial and social interactions 
“require the same emotional skills, but parasocial 
relationships do not require the necessary work needed 
to maintain the interaction.” (David et al., 2019). 
These relationships do not have the risk of ending, 
and this allows people to feel more secure and stay in 
the relationship.  As these interactions increase across 
social media, the extremes of these “relationships” 
should too be understood. 

1.4 Liked and Commented: Social Media 
Intensifies Gen-Z’s Parasocial Interactions
	 Due to an excess of hormones, a changing 
biology, and developing personality, early romantic 
relationships in adolescents are even more emotionally 
charged, and leave long impacts on the future 
of teenage relationships, as well as their identity 
development and feelings of self-worth. Again, due 
to their overly emotional relationships, adolescents 
are also a large part of fan groups (González & Finn, 
2021). With the increase of celebrity interaction 
and presence due to social media, teenagers have 
more access to celebrities, and the lines further blur 
between reality and fiction, truth and delusion (Cohen, 
2004). Cultivation theory maintains that “people who 
watch television, and regularly consume fictional 
stories see the real world as similar to stories.” 
(Cohen, 2004). Teenagers consume large amounts of 
media through movies, shows, and social websites. 
Teenagers are influenced by the media, and in relation 
to their relationships, this online presence often gives 
them a distorted view of reality and relationships. 
Furthermore, it was found in a recent study that 
“exposure to prime-time TV or youth TV content, has 
also been associated with more stereotypical sexual 
attitudes and evaluation styles” (Ter Bogt TF, 2010). 
Attitudes and beliefs easily translate across media due 
to the lack of separation between media consumed and 
real life.

	 Compared to traditional content through 
movies and television, where fans could only 
consume content, social media allows teenagers to 
communicate with their idols. A recent study found 
that “young women of generation Z form strong 
parasocial relationships with some of the users they 
follow and also accept commercial content from them 
as part of normal content.” (Flecha-Ortiz, et al., 2023). 
Influencers are not only easy to access through all 
forms of social media, they can also grab onto short 
attention spans in a way other media celebrities could 
not. Through comments, tagging celebrities, and even 
directly messaging celebrities, teenagers today have 
more access to celebrities than ever before. According 
to Pew Research Center, as of 2022, 77% of teenagers 
say they use YouTube daily, 58% say the same of 
TikTok, and about 50% of teenagers use Instagram, 
Snapchat or Twitter every day.
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Figure 1.1 : Tweet from fan about singer Rihanna  
(see Appendix G for all)

	 Social media personalities—or influencers—
accumulate millions of fans and accrue millions of 
dollars annually. These influencers offer the glamor 
of larger celebrities, while also maintaining a more 
“intimate” relationship with their fanbase, leading 
to more followers and more success. Not only do 
teenagers admire their favorite celebrity, they often 
report feelings of kinship with them, citing their 
interactions through social media (Tolbert, 2019). 
While celebrities may see their actions as part of their 
daily lives, these micro-interactions are not common 
for the average person, making them more personal 
and exclusive. Influencers are found on every social 
media platform, often using multiple to garner a larger 
audience. 

	 Celebrities provide a model for teenagers to 
base themselves on, to be successful and lead a life of 
fame (Chung & Cho, 2017). Social networking sites 
have changed the way that relationships are perceived. 
As celebrities “break the fourth wall” by interacting 
with fans, a once-obviously delusional fantasy of being 
friends with a celebrity no longer sounds unfounded. 
In a recent content analysis of celebrities’ social media 
posts, it was found that “many celebrities often try to 
cultivate a parasocial relationship with their audience.” 
(Eyal et al., 2020). By addressing their audience in 
second person, using informal language and exposing 
(carefully curated) behind-the-scenes footage, 
“they aim to manufacture an intimacy, and grow 
their brand.” (Chung & Cho, 2017). Teenagers are 
susceptible to these strategies because many look for 
external validation through role models of which they 
model themselves after. It is important to notice the 
targeting of these teenage consumers and how these 
interactions might contribute to obsessive-compulsive 
behavior and intense parasociality into adulthood.

1.5 Summary and Gap
	 While plenty of research exists about the role 
of childhood attachment in romantic relationships, 
there remains a lack of knowledge about attachment 
in regard to parasocial relationships. Furthermore, the 
current Generation Z is unique in that it is the first 
generation to have grown up in the presence of the 
internet, making it especially vulnerable to parasocial 
interactions. Despite this there seems to be no studies 
looking at both childhood attachment as well as social 
media in regard to the formation of these relationships 
within the generation. There seems to be a consensus 
that attachment and online presence are related to the 
establishment of parasocial relationships, but there 
is a lack of specificity, which this study attempts to 
address. The study conducted by Dr. McCutcheon 
(McCutcheon, 2006) for example attempted to 
correlate insecure attachment styles to the tendency to 
stalk celebrities. She did find a weak correlation, but 
her results may have been stronger had she focused on 
the current generation. 

	 Additionally, there seems to not have been 
many studies utilizing a phenomenological method 
done with this age group. A study from 2014 that 
came close examined amateur YouTube videos, coding 
initial interpretations of the data (such as gestures), 
before interviewing creators about the purpose of their 
performances on YouTube videos (Chen, 2014). Again, 
the study was conducted with adults, and provided 
insight into the creation of parasocial relationships 
through social media, but did not specifically examine 
what factors increase the likelihood of them forming. 
Another relevant study was conducted by Dr. Maltby 
(Maltby & McCutcheon, 2003) and his colleagues, 
who attempted to link celebrity worship to Eysenk’s 
model for personality traits (extraversion, neuroticism 
and psychoticism). This paper was purely quantitative, 
using self-rated attitude scales to draw conclusions. 
The correlations found were not particularly high (all 
under .31), but they were considered significant after 
using a Bonferroni correction. This study most closely 
examined the early forming of celebrity worship, but 
again did not include adolescents. All the mentioned 
papers examined a different part of parasocial 
relationships, but there has not been enough overall 
research investigating them together. This study will 
focus purely on adolescents, attempting to find specific 
factors leading to parasocial interaction. The research 
question posed is: how does childhood attachment 
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and online emotional interaction contribute to the 
formation of parasocial relationships with celebrities in 
teenagers?

1.6 Hypothesis and Assumptions
	 All correlations are assumed to be linear. It 
is also assumed that all participants use some form 
of social media. It is hypothesized that insecure 
attachment will  result in feeling more connected 
to a celebrity, shown in higher levels of joy when 
the celebrity is happy. Feelings of rejection in 
childhood lead to higher dependency on interpersonal 
relationships, therefore, it would make sense that 
rejection in childhood will correlate with more 
intensity in parasocial relationships. It is also 
hypothesized that those who speak to friends online 
will follow celebrity online presence more closely, as 
there would be a smaller perceived divide between real 
and online relationships. 

Research Design And 
Methodology

2.1 Study Design: Devising A Method to 
Fill the Gap
	 This is a phenomenological study that utilizes 
a sequential explanatory design.  As Paul Leedy and 
Jeanne Ormrod explain in Practical Research: Planning 
and Design, phenomenology “attempts to understand 
people’s perceptions and perspectives relative to a 
particular situation”. An explanatory design is defined 
as first “collecting considerable quantitative data,” 
in a preliminary phase before collecting “qualitative 
data in a Phase 2 follow-up” to help the researcher 
give “greater substance and meaning to the numbers.” 
(Leedy & Ormrod, 2018). This is crucial to the study, 
as the reasoning behind the participant’s scores is 
just as important as the scores themselves. The initial 
Likert scale scores from the subjects will guide the 
following questions and add depth to the data. The 
study had 41 participants who self-volunteered.

	 In choosing the procedure, a study conducted 
by Dr. McCutcheon and her colleagues was an 
inspiration to the researcher. They used several known 
scales including the Celebrity Attitude Scale (CAS), 
The Obsessional Relational Intrusion & Celebrity 
Stalking scale (ORI & CS), and the 12-item “care” 

subscale from the Parental Bonding Instrument 
(PBI-C) before using a Likert scale for participants 
to self-rate how well they viewed their relationships 
with their parents. This study was purely quantitative, 
so no interviews were conducted, and all questions 
were answered with self-rated scales. The quantitative 
data allowed the researchers to draw conclusions 
regarding attachment and stalking behavior. Another 
paper used for reference was from Dr. Jonathan Cohen 
who conducted a study on attachment and relationship 
intensity. Cohen employed three tests among a group 
of participants. The first test measured attachment 
style by asking participants to pick which statement 
described them the best. Participants then filled out 
10 five-point Likert scales with statements regarding 
their favorite media figure (fictional or nonfictional). 
Finally, participants self-rated feelings regarding 
breaking up in person and their feelings regarding the 
death of their favorite media figure. Like the previous 
study, the data was purely quantitative and was used 
to draw conclusions about the relationships between 
attachment and parasocial relationships with fictional 
characters. 

	 Unlike these studies, which use only 
quantitative data to inform their research, the design 
used in this study will use qualitative data to add depth 
to initial quantitative findings. Although research done 
by Dr. McCutcheon and Dr. Cohen found evidence in 
support of their hypotheses regarding attachment and 
relationships, a qualitative research method will add 
complexity to the results and explain how teenagers 
feel about their favorite celebrities, rather than just 
correlating them.

2.2 Subjects
	 The study sample included 41 volunteers 
between the ages of 14–18. This group of participants 
was chosen because they fit in the group the researcher 
wished to study, and could respond to questions about 
relationships while also being part of the same age 
group. Teenagers are essential to this study as they are 
the studied population and are accessible in a high-
school environment.
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2.3 Research Instruments
	 A survey was created with Google Forms that 
collected self-ratings in response to various questions 
on a 1-10 Likert scale.

Figure 3.0 : Overview of procedure

Procedure
	 The researcher first gathered participants 
through an interest form that students could find on 
an advertisement. The interest form included the 
participant’s name and email address so they could be 
contacted with the following parts of the study. The 
form also asked about the participant’s average screen 
time on social media. 

	 After gathering participants, the researcher 
sent out the pre-interview questionnaire. Out of the 50 
students who filled out an interest form, 41 responded 
to the form. The form asked questions broken into 
five categories (socioeconomic, childhood attachment, 
current relationships, social media interactions, and 
attraction to fame), which required participants to enter 
self-ratings from 1–10. There were 42 questions in 
total to cover all the categories (see Appendix A).
After the form was submitted, the researcher summed 
the self-rated scores from the form. Those with high 
scores (over 200) or contradictory answers (i.e. a 
high score of feeling rejected as well as a high score 
of attachment to parents) were asked to participate in 
a follow-up interview to explain their answers. The 
researcher received consent from the participants and 
wrote specific questions before the interview to guide 
the conversation. The interview was not delegated 
to these questions however, and the researcher asked 
different questions as the participant clarified their 
answers through the process. Anonymity was also 
kept in the interviews to help participants feel more 
comfortable and urge them to be honest in their 
responses.

	 The questions were tailored to their initial 
responses and scores, using the initial scores to inform 
the following data collection within the categories. If 
scores within a category varied greatly, The researcher 

asked the participant to clarify what they had been 
thinking of and took note of their responses. The 
researcher went back to the quantitative data from the 
self-rated questionnaire and filled in any missing data 
or confusing scores with the information gathered from 
the interviews. Following the interviews, the self-rated 
answers, along with ratings of the other categories of 
questions, were coded into a Google Spreadsheet. 

	 For the analysis of the data, the researcher 
first sorted the data from the lowest to highest sums. 
The researcher looked for correlations between the 
five categories earlier listed. The researcher ran 
linear regressions to determine if a correlation exists 
especially between celebrity interactions online and 
the remaining four categories, as touched upon by 
former research. 

	 Coding Reflexivity: Within the interviews, 
the researcher was told participants’ early childhood 
memories, which sometimes included highly negative 
or traumatic events. In order to control for emotional 
reflexivity and to reduce personal biases in regards 
to the intensity of the memory described, a reflexive 
journal was kept. In this journal, a peer coder and 
the researcher both coded the data to ensure that 
reflexivity was limited (Blair, 2015). The researcher 
and peer coder’s coding emulated synonymous results 
based on the intensity scaling. With the coded data, the 
researcher looked for correlations through the usage of 
multiple linear regressions..

3.1 Delimitations
	 Because the participants of this study were 
all high school students living in Lakeway, Texas, 
the results may not represent the general population. 
Participants self-volunteered for the study, and 
were not randomly selected. Also, participants’ 
unwillingness to follow up for interviews limited the 
size of the sample and data. Furthermore, the general 
demographic of participants were White and high-
income, which may have caused a shift in results as it 
largely left out low-income individuals.

Results And Analysis 
	 The researcher entered the data gathered 
from surveys and following interviews into a Google 
Spreadsheet. The data was organized by the possible 
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categories related to the establishment of parasocial 
relationships (see Appendix A1-A4). Overall the 
individual summed scores did not seem to differ 
greatly, but relationships became clear after linear 
regressions were run attempting to correlate given 
variables (see appendices for all regressions). 

Figure 4.1 - A regression run with the number of self-reported feelings of rejection and self-reported levels of 
happiness when the celebrity experiences a positive event produced an r-value of .02. This does not meet the 
threshold for a strong correlation, and is considered insignificant.

Figure 4.2 - A regression run with the number of self-reported feelings of rejection and self-reported levels of anxiety 
when the celebrity experiences a negative event produced an r-value of .80. The r² value was .646, meaning that 
64.6% of elevated anxiety when the celebrity undergoes a negative life event can be predicted by childhood rejection. 
The p-value is .06, however, meaning that there is 6% chance that the results could be due to chance alone

Based on the hypothesis, the first relationship The 
researcher looked at was between feelings of rejection 
in childhood and attachment to the celebrity—
specifically how the participant felt in response to the 
celebrity’s life they see on social media.

	 The researcher ran a linear regression first between childhood rejection and feeling more joy when the 
celebrity is happy, and then between childhood rejection and feeling more anxious when the celebrity is upset. 
The latter showed a much higher r2 value compared to the former, but the p-value was over .05, meaning that the 
correlation was not statistically significant. To try and find a similar relationship with a lower p-value, the researcher 
ran two more linear regressions, attempting to find an intermediate behavior that could be related to both childhood 
rejection as well as increased attachment to a celebrity.
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Figure 4.3 - A regression run with the number of self-reported feelings of rejection and self-reported levels of social 
anxiety produced an r-value of .889. The r² value was .789, meaning that 78.9% of individual social anxiety is 
explained by childhood rejection.

4.1 Further Analysis
	 The intermediate behavior found was 
participants’ social anxiety levels. The data showed 
that there is a strong correlation between feelings of 
rejection in childhood and feelings of social anxiety 
in adolescence. This finding is more intuitive, as 
it is logical that not feeling cared for by parents in 
childhood will result in more

difficulty forming relationships later on, however the 
correlation is important in explaining later correlations. 
Using the same data column, the researcher looked 
for a relationship between feelings of social anxiety 
and being upset when something negative happens to 
a favorite celebrity, based on the previous correlation 
found.
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Figure 4.5 - A regression run with the number of self-reported feelings of social anxiety and self-reported levels of 
increased anxiety in relation to negative life events of a celebrity produced an r-value of .889. The r² value was .785, 
meaning that 78.9% of increased anxiety when a celebrity undergoes a negative life event is explained by individual 
social anxiety. 

	 This data shows a strong correlation between 
social anxiety levels and an increased tendency to 
be upset when something happens to a celebrity one 
is close to. This is explained by the r value of .889, 
which meets the threshold for a strong correlation. 
The p-value of .05 indicates statistical significance. 
This correlation and the one before it linked childhood 

rejection to social anxiety, which then correlated 
strongly with increased emotional attachment to 
a celebrity. To answer the second hypothesis, the 
researcher then turned to the social media usage data, 
specifically in regards to a perceived relationship with 
the celebrity. The data revealed the most significant 
relationship within this study.
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Figure 4.7 - A regression run with the number of self-reported feelings of levels of social media checking and 
thinking that the checking would make celebrities “like”the participant more produced an r-value of .917. The r² 
value was .841, meaning that 78.9% of individual social anxiety is explained by childhood rejection. 

Figure 4.8: Graphed correlation: checking social media predicting how much participant think celebrity 
will like them; Line of best fit: 1.12x-0.461
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	 The data showed the strongest correlation 
found: between checking celebrity social media 
accounts and thinking that the celebrity will notice 
and like the participant more due to the checking. The 
r2 for this relationship is .84, with a .917 r-value and 
a p-value of .001, indicating that the correlation is 
statistically significant.

Discussion

5.0 Gap Fulfillment
	 After analyzing the data using linear 
regressions, the researcher found statistical 
significance in three of the correlations. The gap 
in research was filled after analysis of the data, 
concluding that parasocial relationships are affected 
by childhood relationships as well as social media 
interaction with celebrities. 

5.1 Key Findings
	 Participants who faced rejection by parents 
in their childhood showed 79% higher social anxiety. 
As participants reported more feelings of rejection, 
they also reported more inability to function in 
social situations    (r = .89, r2 = .79, p = .011). When 
asked to clarify, participants generally mentioned 
parties and classrooms as the social situations they 
were referring to.  This relationship is consistent 
with the findings by Drs. Morris and Oosterhoff, 
who found that “[parents] who are unresponsive to 
their children’s efforts…may prompt or perpetuate 
feelings of anxiety by withholding validation.” (Morris 
& Oosterhoff, 2016). Furthermore, it is supported 
by basic attachment styles—specifically anxious 
attachment—where children internalize feelings of 
rejection as being unworthy of affection, and in turn 
become codependent on others for affirmation. This 
lack of emotional validation leads to a general lack of 
trust in others, which is expressed in elevated social 
anxiety (Roberts, 2007). The fear of rejection and 
subsequent insecurity these people feel often makes 
them withdraw from others socially. Those with an 
anxious attachment style—stemming from inconsistent 
care from parents—often feel awkward in social 
interactions, and may even withdraw completely, thus 
validating their own anxiety. 

	 Socially anxious participants became highly 
dependent on their celebrity and suffered 78% 
increased anxiety when calamities occurred in said 
celebrity’s life. Participants who reported feeling 
overly anxious in social situations also reported feeling 
more upset when something negative happened in their 
celebrity’s life (r = .89, r2 = .78, p = .05). When asked 
to clarify what “something bad happening to their 
celebrity” meant to them, participants answered that 
they had been thinking of when their celebrity received 
hate online (e.g. hate comments expressing any 
dislike of their celebrity), had personal information 
leaked online, or were in threat of physical harm. 
Furthermore, these participants displayed elevated 
anxiety when something negative occurred in their 
celebrity’s life, but did not show elevated joy (r2 
= .004) when something positive occurred in their 
celebrity’s life.  The findings further reinforce the 
findings of Dr. McCutcheon, whose study related 
overall attachment styles in adults to obsessive 
traits, although the correlations she found were weak 
overall (the highest being r = .35). The more socially 
anxious participants were, the stronger their perceived 
relationship was with their celebrity. Specifically for 
negative life events, this  led to stronger reactions 
(such as elevated anxiety) when their favorite celebrity 
faced adversities in their life.  Feeling anxious in 
social situations for the participants is indicative 
of attachment to the celebrity they most like. This, 
however, only applied to the negative emotions 
that socially anxious participants felt. This can be 
explained by existing negativity within this group due 
to an inability to remain in social contexts. 

	 Participants who constantly checked their 
celebrities’ social media accounts believed their 
behavior increased how much their celebrity liked 
them. Participants who reported spending more time 
checking the accounts of their celebrities also reported 
“knowing” their celebrity more and indicated higher 
scores when asked if they thought their celebrity 
would like them (r = .92, r2 = .84, p = .001). When 
these participants were asked if they would get along 
with their celebrity if they were to join them during 
the interview, all of them responded positively. These 
results revealed stronger correlations than a study 
performed by Drs. Kowalczyk and Pounders, which 
found a coefficient of determination of .244 between 
participants who found their celebrity’s social media 
presence authentic and felt an increased attachment to 
the celebrity. Kowalczyk and Pounders explain that 
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“consistent access to information posted by celebrities 
makes consumers feel closer to the celebrity…
result[ing]  in a perceived emotional attachment.” 
(Kowalczyk & Kathrynn, 2016). The study from 
Kowalczyk and Pounders differed from this study 
in their measurement of celebrity authenticity rather 
than the checking of accounts—however the concept 
of attachment via social media to the celebrity 
remains the same—especially as it makes logical 
sense that consistently viewing a celebrity’s social 
media would make people believe in the authenticity 
of their celebrity. This attachment leads to a stronger 
“relationship” with the celebrity, which elicits stronger 
reactions when a person’s favorite celebrity posts 
about their life. The large amount of information on 
the celebrity’s life may cause people to feel more 
related to the celebrity, allowing them to think that 
they know and understand someone they have never 
met.  Constantly checking social media accounts 
creates a delusional relationship or attachment to 
the celebrity. This makes people more emotionally 
invested in the life of a celebrity, which can lead to 
dependence on the celebrity’s social media, as it can 
provide people with comfort and an idyllic life they 
can live by proxy. 

5.2 Implications
	 The findings of this study depict the 
emergence of a celebrity-obsessed generation within 
the United States that could develop into more 
obsessed adults compared to previous generations. 
Using the findings of this study, teenagers can be more 
educated about parasocial relationships and how they 
develop through social media. Educating teenagers on 
what parasocial relationships are and how they can be 
circumvented may help reduce celebrity obsession. 
Lowering the volume of parasocial relationships 
may also lower celebrity stalking, which has risen 
dramatically in recent years. 

5.3 Limitations
	 Because the pre-interview self-rated 
questions were online, it is impossible to know if the 
participants’ answers reflected their actual feelings. 
Additionally, the different celebrities that participants 
thought of when answering questions may have 
skewed the data. Participants also may have shown 
survey bias on the more personal questions, wanting 
to stay in the median, rather than give extreme 

answers (or try to guess what the study was about 
and alter their answers). This was evident in later 
interviews when participants laughed or hesitated 
when asked certain questions. To appear “normal,” 
participants may have been facetious rather than give 
true responses. For example, one participant went 
out of their way to express how much he loved the 
rapper Drake, laughing and insisting that he would 
do “anything and everything” for the artist. It was 
difficult to tell from his demeanor if his responses 
were reflective of his actual thoughts, but they were 
assumed to be accurate and kept in the study. Finally, 
the study was limited by the pool of participants as 
they joined the study by self-volunteering. Random 
sampling was impractical as the researcher needed 
participants who were obsessed with celebrities and 
who also regularly used social media. 

5.4 Areas of Future Research
	 The findings of this study relate social 
anxiety and childhood rejection to dependence on a 
celebrity, amplified by time spent on social media, 
which validated their attachment. Future experiments 
should objectively measure participants’ emotional 
reactions to celebrity life events, rather than having 
participants self-rate their celebrity connection. 
This could be achieved through content analysis of 
internet and text comments. For example, there have 
been multiple instances in the past few years when 
young internet personalities or influencers are not 
accepted into the college of their choice, and their fans 
consequently express hateful sentiments and attempt 
to boycott the schools. These intense reactions for 
the “benefit” of someone that fans have never met 
should be investigated further, especially comparing 
commentators’ reactions to other negative life events, 
not personally experienced. Another direction that 
could be explored is regarding social anxiety and 
its relation to parasociality. The study could probe 
how the dysfunctional attachment to a celebrity can 
be channeled to a more positive feedback source. 
Based on the findings of this study, socially anxious 
teenagers are especially negative and seem to cling 
to celebrities as a form of comfort. If this attachment 
can be transferred to a healthier outlet, there may be a 
decrease in these relationships. Researchers can do this 
by measuring anxiety levels of those within parasocial 
relationships first when they still interact with their 
celebrity online, and then measure anxiety levels when 
introducing different coping mechanisms (i.e. therapy 
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pets, journaling, meditation, etc.). Future researchers 
have a plethora of directions in which to explore these 
relationships founded outside of reality and what they 
indicate for an internet based generation.
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