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Abstract 

Parasocial interaction, or PSI, has been an area of interest for media scholars in 

recent years. This phenomenon examines the way that an audience develops a connection 

with characters that they see in the media. With the growth of reality television over the 

past decade, research in PSI and reality television has not been fully explored. This 

research attempts to examine if the use of certain structural features within reality 

television, such as the use of direct address, can play a role in the way individuals 

develop a parasocial relationship. 

This study sought to determine if the use of direct address in reality television 

programming helped foster PSI and identification more so than programs without direct 

address. It also examined the relationships between media enjoyment and PSI as well as 

identification and PSI. One hundred and eighteen participants completed an experiment 

where they watched clips from a reality television show that altered the use of direct 

address and then completed a questionnaire about what they watched. 

Analysis of the data concluded that direct address did not significantly impact the 

formation of PSI or identification. However, the formation of both PSI and identification 

with a character on the show made enjoyment of the programming more likely. 
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Chapter I 

Introduction 

Reality television has become increasingly popular in recent years. According to 

Nielsen Ratings, reality television has proven to be the most popular genre among 

viewers in the 18-49 demographic (Hill, 2005). Individuals become very enamored with 

the characters and television personalities that they watch.  These fictitious relationships 

become a part of one’s life and affect the way that they watch television.  In recent years, 

with all the new advancements in technology, the audience has become much more active 

than they were in the past (Smith & Wood, 2003).  This is especially true in television 

viewing.  These viewers are devoted to the television programs and go beyond the act of 

merely tuning in each week to watch (Soukup, 2006). They seek out new ways to be part 

of the television experience.  This includes forming a close connection, or parasocial 

relationship, with characters on television (Hu & McDonald, 2010). Because the 

celebrities on reality television are actual people, instead of fictitious characters, forming 

a connection with these individuals can in some ways be comparable to relationships with 

an individual in the social world (Nabi, 2007).  

An abundance of mass communication literature has shown that these 

relationships with media figures have become a part of individuals’ everyday lives (Cole 

& Leets, 1999; Nabi, Biely, Morgan, & Stitt, 2003; Ebersole & Woods, 2007). Viewers 

come to count on the characters they watch on television in a way similar to real world 

relationships.  Because of the mass appeal of reality television and the development of 

relationships that viewers form with reality television characters, further study is required 
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to find out how these parasocial relationships are formed in the context of this popular 

entertainment genre. 

This study will probe the relationship between parasocial interaction among 

viewers of reality television by examining the use of a somewhat unique structural 

technique, breaking the fourth wall.  If watching a character speak directly toward the 

camera, or break the fourth wall, increases one’s connection to that character, then the 

use of that technique could serve as an effective way for characters appearing in reality 

television programs to appeal to the audience. This experiment will examine the 

influence of breaking the fourth wall in reality television on PSI among viewers. 
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Chapter II 

Review of Literature 

Since the earliest days of mass media individuals have formed attachments with 

media figures and personalities.  For example, one of the earliest forms of audience 

measurement involved tabulating the number of letters sent to radio personalities by fans 

in the listening audience (Sayre, 1939).  Such behavior continues to characterize the 

fervent devotion some fans have for onscreen characters and stars.  Consider the wealth 

of fan fiction endemic to the participatory culture surrounding much contemporary media 

fare (Jenkins, 1992, 2006).  Moreover, interactive media now allow fans to congregate 

online in fan forums, message boards, fan sites, etc., to discuss characters and storylines, 

thereby extending their relationships with characters beyond the actual viewing 

experience (Soukup, 2006). Although media scholars have examined these relationships 

under a number of different headings, one fruitful vein of empirical scholarship that 

examines viewer relationships with characters and personalities appearing onscreen is 

labeled parasocial interaction.  In short, PSI refers to consumption experiences where 

individuals think that they know media figures or characters that they see on television in 

a personal manner and begin to think of media figures as friends. 

The concept of PSI was first introduced by Horton and Wohl (1956), who 

described it as a conversational give-and-take between media performers and the 

audience that involves audience members interacting with performers as if they were 

present. Media figures become familiar to viewers over constant exposure. Viewers begin 

to know these figures “in the same way they know their chosen friends: through direct 
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observation and interpretation of his [sic] appearance, his gesture and voice, his 

conversation and conduct in a variety of situations” (p. 216).  Horton and Wohl noted that 

these media characters are dependable, as they are readily available when one turns on 

the television.  In addition, their appearances are integrated into people’s everyday 

routines, making the relationships form seamlessly.  Over time, viewers begin to feel as 

though they intimately know the media figures they watch and they “understand his [sic] 

character and appreciate his values and motives” (p. 216).  These relationships appeal to 

individuals because they offer a chance for people to feel a connection and “live with” 

media characters and become a part of their everyday lives.  This creates a feeling an 

intimacy, which viewers seek.  For example, Horton and Wohl noted how viewers form 

such relationships with television news broadcasters who speak to the audience on a 

nightly basis and become a regular part of many families’ evening routines.  Their 

example still rings true when one considers the welcoming environment created on 

television talk programs like “The Today Show” or “The Oprah Winfrey Show.” 

In the half-century since this concept was introduced, scholars have advanced 

research examining these relationships on many fronts.  For example, researchers have 

examined the functions and roles that parasocial relationships play in individuals’ lives.  

Numerous studies have provided evidence suggesting that these relationships help fill a 

void for lonely individuals lacking in genuine social relationships (Rubin, Perse, & 

Powell, 1985; Chory-Assad & Yanen, 2005; Wang, Fink, & Cai, 2008).  In addition, 

research within the uses and gratifications perspective (Rubin, 2009) has examined PSI in 

a variety of entertainment contexts ranging from the functions of PSI, to PSI as a viewing 
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motive, to particular types of programming that foster parasocial relationships.  For 

example, scholars have long noted how individuals form parasocial relationships with 

soap opera characters (e.g., Babrow, 1987; Rubin & Perse, 1987).  Giles (2000) likewise 

discusses how the conventions of the soap opera, in particular its large proportion of 

airtime, the naturalism of the storylines, and the exposure on a regular basis, help foster 

strong PSI.  Moreover, research has documented PSI is an important viewing motive for 

the genre (Giles, 2000).  More recently, scholars have examined PSI as a significant 

viewing motive for reality-based television (e.g., Nabi et al., 2003; Nabi, Stitt, Halford, & 

Finnerty, 2006). 

Another branch of research examining this construct has sought to find conceptual 

common ground between PSI and related phenomena.  For example, scholars have 

examined parasocial interaction and celebrity worship and found that there is a link 

between interest in celebrity’s lives and individuals’ willingness and ability to form 

relationships with media characters (Giles & Maltby, 2003; Soukup, 2006; Costello & 

Moore, 2007; North, Sheridan, Maltby, & Gillett, 2007).  Likewise, scholars have 

examined the relationship between PSI and viewer identification with characters (e.g., 

Cohen, 2001; Eyal & Cohen 2006; Giles 2002; Soukup, 2006). 

Finally, scholars have also examined how parasocial relationships are formed as a 

function of content and structural elements of media messages.  For example, the use of 

direct address, where viewers at home seemingly witness characters speaking directly to 

them, has been positively related to the development of parasocial relationships (Auter, 

1992).  Thus, it becomes clear that the literature surrounding PSI and relationships is 
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expansive.  Moreover, this literature demonstrates that the development of parasocial 

bonds is the combined result of the interaction of multiple user, content, and structural 

variables.  Although this study will acknowledge the influence of many of these factors, it 

will specifically examine if these relationships are influenced through the use of the 

structural feature of direct address within reality television programming. 

Causes of PSI: Personality & Individual Characteristics 

Research examining the various causes and/or factors that contribute to the 

development of parasocial bonds has largely focused on properties of the audience or 

viewer.  Regarding viewer characteristics, researchers have frequently examined how 

psychological factors in individuals can influence their likelihood to form these 

relationships (Turner, 1993; Greenwood, 2007; Greenwood & Long, 2009).  Much 

research in this area has used survey research to gauge individual personality traits of 

those who develop parasocial relationships. In his comprehensive review of the concept, 

Giles (2002) argued that PSI generally serves two functions: companionship and personal 

identity.  He noted that one underlying assumption here is that loneliness is a significant 

factor in the development of PSI, thus showing that individuals seek parasocial 

relationships to fulfill the need of companionship. 

Indeed, studies have shown that lonely individuals seek companionship through 

forming relationships with media figures (Wang, Fink, & Cai, 2008; Chory-Assad & 

Yanen, 2005).  Greenwood and Long (2009) also found loneliness to be relevant in their 

study linking it with PSI as well as individual’s “need to belong.”  Individuals reported 

that they formed attachments to “characters and transport into media narratives in part as 
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a means of coping with private moments of loneliness or loss” (p. 650).  Their findings 

suggest that “individuals who become emotionally and/or interpersonally involved in 

entertainment media may use media while alone to feed impulses toward self-discovery 

and creativity and to experience an ersatz social connection” (p. 650).  The authors also 

found that individuals’ need to belong was predictive of the development of PSI.  

Derrick, Gabriel, and Tippin (2008) supported this view in their finding that parasocial 

relationships with celebrities can have benefits for individuals, including a sense of 

belonging.  Thus, viewers can use media to fulfill a need to connect to others, often when 

they lack real-life interpersonal connections.   

However, other studies suggest that loneliness does not always play a role in PSI.  

For example, Eyal and Cohen (2006) found participants’ loneliness was not significantly 

associated with opinions of their favorite characters or affinity toward the television 

show.  They found that individuals seek companionship via PSI regardless of their state 

of social loneliness.  In addition, although PSI can supplant interpersonal interaction 

when it is lacking, Wang, Fink, and Cai (2008) found that PSI does not take the place of 

social or romantic loneliness.  As such, PSI can take the place of genuine interaction with 

some individuals, but not in every situation.  In sum, although much research suggests 

that lonely individuals may develop parasocial relationships due to a lack of genuine 

social relationships, a small body of evidence casts some doubt on this relationship. 

A host of other durable personality factors have also been related to the 

development of parasocial relationships in general, as well as with certain types of media 

personalities.  For example, scholars have examined self-esteem as a predictor of PSI 
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(Turner, 1993; North, Sheridan, Maltby, & Gillett, 2007; Derrick, Gabriel, & Tippin, 

2008; Greenwood, 2008; Greenwood & Long, 2009).  Turner (1993) found that positive 

self-evaluation is a significant predictor of PSI with comedians. Turner attributed this to 

the possibility that individuals with a positive self-evaluation may be attracted to 

humorous personalities because it reinforces positive feelings about themselves.  Turner 

attributed that “at least some part of the person’s psychological make-up may be 

responsible for his or her parasocial interaction with certain types of television 

performers” (p. 450). 

Derrick, Gabriel, and Tippin (2008) found that forming parasocial relationships 

with media figures is affirming, especially for individuals with low self-esteem.  These 

low self-esteem individuals enjoyed being able to relate with media figures with whom 

they perceived to be similar to their ideal selves. The more similarity between the media 

figure and an individuals’ view of their own ideal self, the more the individual liked and 

empathized with that figure. North, Sheridan, Maltby, and Gillett (2007) found that 

having an intense liking toward a celebrity was related to positive self-esteem.  Because 

these viewers are able to recognize characteristics that they want to incorporate into their 

own lives, these individuals are able to gain some of the benefits of interpersonal 

relationships through parasocial relationships. However, these individuals with low self-

esteem are likely still not receiving the same or as many benefits as those with high self-

esteem (Derrick, Gabriel, & Tippin, 2008). 

Greenwood (2008) found that negative affect, a spectrum of negative emotions, 

and decreased effortful control, or the ability to control one’s impulses, to be strong 
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predictors of PSI.  PSI is thought to provide individuals who “suffer from fear, 

frustration, or sadness, as well as difficulty with attentional focus or control, with an 

external means of responding to their emotional life” (p. 421).  In other words, by 

forming a parasocial relationship with a television character, individuals are able to avert 

some of their emotional lives to the character instead of dealing with it in their personal 

lives.  Greenwood also found that individuals who carried on parasocial relationships 

with television characters were not more likely to watch television, but were more likely 

to report intense emotional absorption in the programming they watched.  Although 

amount of time spent watching a character does not necessarily dictate how a person 

engages parasocially with a character, the more involved they feel in a particular 

program, the more likely they are to develop a parasocial relationship. By feeling 

involved in programming, users are able to form an emotional connection. This 

involvement can be increased by the use of direct address, thus fostering viewer’s 

feelings of PSI. 

In addition, perceived similarity with characters onscreen likewise serves as a 

predictor of people’s likelihood to establish parasocial relationships (Turner, 1993).  

When individuals felt that they could relate to the television characters that they watched, 

their level of parasocial interaction was higher. Furthermore, Turner found that when 

individuals felt that they had similar attitudes to the media figures they watched, they had 

higher levels of parasocial interaction than those who did not feel they had similar 

attitudes.  In fact, similar attitudes were found to be the strongest predictor of PSI.  

Similarities in appearance and background between individuals and media figures were 
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found to be moderately correlated to PSI, but were not as important of predictors as 

similar attitudes.  Similar backgrounds were significant with comedians and newscasters.  

In sum, this research suggests that PSI is more likely to occur and produces closer 

relationships when individuals feel that they have similar characteristics to the media 

figures they watch. 

Identification is also considered a component of PSI (Cohen, 2001; Eyal & Cohen 

2006; Giles, 2002; Soukup, 2006). Much like PSI, it has been considered a gratification 

that individuals seek when engaging with media. Cohen (2001) conceptualizes 

identification as a “mechanism through which audience members experience reception and 

interpretation of the text from the inside, as if the events were happening to them” (p. 

245).  The concept of identification is distinct from parasocial interaction in that 

identification occurs when an audience member feels as if they were a part of the text, 

whereas PSI occurs when one retains their own identity and feel as though he or she is 

able to interact with a character (Horton & Wohl, 1956; Cohen, 2001).  Nonetheless, 

identification is closely linked with PSI in a number of circumstances.  Some sort of 

identification or common interest between viewers and media performers is necessary for 

PSI to occur.  Viewers feel a sense of connection toward a character and feel as though 

they share similar beliefs, values, and attitudes. 

The concept of identification has been applied in two ways: identifying with a 

group and identifying and sharing experiences with a character (Soukup, 2006).  

Identification with a character typically involves an individual who assumes the goals and 

perspectives of that character (Soukup, 2006).  Through identification, watching film or 
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television can lead to audience members becoming absorbed in the plot and connecting 

with the characters and finding similarities between their own lives and personalities with 

the characters they are watching.  This process often leads to individuals feeling 

parasocially connected to media characters. 

Just as Turner (1993) linked parasocial interaction and similarity, the concept of 

identification is likewise related to perceived similarity as well as liking and affinity for 

characters.  Identification is often associated with the concept of homophily, or the 

“degree to which people who interact are similar in beliefs, education, social status, and 

the like” (Eyal & Rubin, 2003, p. 80).  Eyal and Rubin analyzed questionnaires of 

research participants that examined individuals’ perceptions of media characters’ 

personalities.  The authors found that greater levels of identification are linked with 

greater levels of homophily.  Therefore, people are more likely to identify with media 

characters who embody similarities to them.  Furthermore, identification with televised 

characters increased the influence of the character and makes them more desirable to 

imitate.  Because reality television features “real people,” identification with these 

characters often plays a large role in the PSI process.  Although identification can occur 

independently of PSI, when PSI occurs, the identification relationship is enhanced.  There 

is also some level of uncertainty reduction that occurs between audience and character.  

As the audience views a specific character over time, they begin to feel a closer 

connection to the character and know how they will react in different situations.  The 

closer individuals feel to a certain character, the more likely they will be to mimic a 

character’s behavior (Eyal & Cohen, 2006).  In sum, although the literature examining 
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parasocial relationships has highlighted a number of user characteristics and personality 

variables that govern the development of parasocial relationships, loneliness and 

perceived similarity emerge as key variables that should be accounted for in the study of 

this construct. 

Causes of PSI: Structure and Content 

In addition to these user characteristics, properties of media messages have also 

been identified as important to the development of parasocial bonds.  One such feature is 

the structural technique of “breaking the fourth wall” or “direct address. (Figure 1). This 

refers to the technique where a character will sometimes “break” the invisible wall 

separating the mediated world from the viewer and talk directly to the audience instead of 

another character in the show.  Horton and Wohl (1956) made explicit reference to this 

technique in their original examination of the concept, noting that the technique serves to 

connect television newscasters with the at-home viewer.  Moreover, the technique is 

hardly new or exclusive to television programming.  Within stage productions, 

soliloquies are employed to achieve a similar effect. 
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Figure 1: Direct Address within “The Biggest Loser” 

In examining this technique in the context of reality television, Ho (2006) 

described this type of address to be similar to a confessional, where cast members address 

the camera with their personal thoughts and feelings.  She describes this as the “ultimate 

deletion of the audience-persona barrier, creating transparent relationships between 

audience members and characters and inviting viewers to see and participate in real 

emotions and secrets of the shows’ cast members” (p. 8).  The concept of breaking the 

fourth wall helps viewers follow story lines, as well as help them to understand the 
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thoughts and behaviors behind characters’ actions (Lauzen & Diess, 2009). 

Auter and his collaborators explicitly examined this technique as a cause of PSI 

between viewers and television characters in a series of studies.  In his first examination 

of the construct, Auter and Davis (1991) found that individuals possess a general liking 

toward the breaking the fourth wall.  They reported that individuals like the technique of 

direct address because it makes them feel like they are “in on the joke” and makes 

viewers feel included as a part of the media.  Moreover, the authors found this technique 

to be especially effective in comedy settings and found that audience members prefer 

comedies that use direct address to those that do not. They conclude that breaking the 

fourth wall “may help program producers to achieve the goal of getting audience 

members to attend to the message” (p. 170). 

Later, Auter (1992) examined the way breaking the fourth wall plays a role in the 

development of parasocial relationships.  He conducted an experiment that examined a 

television clip that included direct address of a character for one group and a clip that 

contained no direct address for a second group.  After showing participants the clips, 

Auter examined their connection with the character.  He found that individuals who 

viewed the program with direct address felt a higher degree of PSI than those who 

watched the program with no direct address.  PSI level was even higher when the direct 

address was done by an individuals’ favorite character.  In sum, his results demonstrate 

that parasocial relationship with characters can be heightened by using various camera 

angles and close-ups.  However, these studies were conducted examining solely fictional 

genres of comedy and drama, not the more recently developed genre of reality-based 
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programming. 

In addition to these structural features of media programs, some content 

characteristics have also been examined in the study of PSI.  For example, Sood and 

Rogers (2000) looked at how individuals foster a distinct type of relationship with soap 

opera character because of the highly emotional nature of the type of programming.  In 

addition, Nordlund (1978) noted that “certain media and media contents have a higher 

degree of media interaction potential than others” (p. 152).  He listed three factors that 

contribute to a high degree of media interaction potential: the extent to which a medium 

can approximate reality, whether a program has a dominating or central character with 

whom viewers can bond, and whether these figures appear in a variety of media contexts.  

Clearly, programs can vary along these three dimensions, allowing for varying 

opportunities for viewers to form bonds with characters onscreen. 

Research has also studied the types of characters with whom individuals form 

parasocial relationships (Cohen, 2003; Greenwood, 2008; Rosaen & Dibble, 2008).  This 

research has been diverse, and scholars have found some discrepancies about the types of 

characters with whom individuals form these connections.  Greenwood (2008) examined 

the types of programs that participants most enjoyed; 70% chose their favorite characters 

to be actors in comedies, 20% were in dramas, and 5% were from reality programming.  

The remaining 5% were from news programs, sports shows, or cartoon characters.  

Likewise, Chory-Assad and Yanen (2005) found that participants reported fictional 

characters more than nonfiction television personalities as their favorite television 

characters.  Sitcoms were reported as the type of show most favorite characters appeared 
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on, followed by dramas, and then soap operas in fictional programming.  In terms of 

nonfictional programming, news and talk shows were where favorite characters appeared, 

followed by game shows and sports. 

Cohen (2003) also examined the differences between the types of characters with 

whom participants felt most connected.  However, he found that respondents’ favorite 

characters were hosts of news, current events, and talk shows, not fictitious characters.  

Recent research suggests that a fruitful genre for the development of these relationships is 

through reality-based television programs (e.g., Nabi et al., 2003). 

Parasocial Interaction and Reality Television 

As previously stated, reality television has become a staple of broadcast television 

programming.  Programs like “American Idol” and “Survivor,” once considered fads, 

remain ratings juggernauts nearly a decade after first appearing on U.S. network 

television.  Reality television programming has been difficult to define for scholars 

because it holds different meanings for different people.  Nabi, Biely, Morgan, and Stitt 

(2003) define reality television as “programs that film real people as they live out events 

(contrived or otherwise) in their lives, as these events occur” (p. 304).  Hall (2006) 

conceptualizes reality programming by focusing on the unscripted nature of the shows, 

rather than focusing on particular content characteristics.  She finds that the overarching 

feature of reality programming lies in the “perception that the behavior and speech of cast 

members is unconstrained by a pre-established script and therefore reflects in some way 

the cast members’ personalities, skills, and values” (p. 208).   Thus, defining 

characteristics of the genre are its authenticity, in the sense that characters are genuine 
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people and not fictional, as well as the unscripted nature of the programs. 

Although reality television has been defined as a genre recognized by its 

unscripted nature and natural settings and characters, there is literature devoted to looking 

at how some shows that are labeled as “reality programming,” are actually carefully 

edited and frequently preplanned (Papacharissi & Mendelson, 2007). Nabi, Biely, 

Morgan, and Stitt (2003) found that people viewed reality television as only moderately 

real and recognized that various elements of the programming were in some way staged 

or preplanned. Papacharissi and Mendelson (2007) ascertain that in the viewing process, 

audiences are aware of some of the artificiality that goes with reality programming, but 

they are able to incorporate it to their mechanisms for finding pleasure in the genre. 

Although viewers do recognize there is a degree of artificiality in reality programming, 

they are still able to view characters on the show as real individuals, thus fostering PSI in 

a way that is different from relationships formed with fictional characters.  

Due to its continued success, mass media researchers have repeatedly sought to 

examine the nature of the genre’s appeal (e.g., Nabi et al., 2003; 2006; Reiss & Wiltz, 

2004).  Much of this research has either implicitly or explicitly employed the uses and 

gratifications perspective to enumerate viewing motivations for the genre.  Moreover, 

much of the extant research examining viewer motivations for consumption of reality TV 

resonates with the previous discussion of the factors associated with the development of 

parasocial relationships.  As such, the genre is remarkably well suited for the study of this 

phenomenon. 

According to Ebersole and Woods (2007), the uses and gratifications paradigm is 
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especially useful in identifying motives of media use and viewing patterns of reality 

television.  Individuals seek certain gratifications and rewards from watching reality 

media and make decisions about what to watch based on these personal rewards.  

Ebersole and Woods found reality television to be “far-reaching and widely embraced as 

the genre that purports to showcase ordinary people in both familiar and unfamiliar 

settings and situations” (p. 23).  According to the authors, the strongest motivations 

behind watching reality television include personal identification with television 

characters and the interaction between characters.  Viewers develop a sense of empathy 

for characters they admire and attempt to think of themselves in the character’s position 

and imagine how they would respond in situations.  The authors found that one of the 

main areas of attraction to reality television characters is that they are seen as “relatable.”  

Reality television characters are seen as “ordinary, everyday people with whom viewers 

can relate to in weird ways” (p. 34).  Ebersole and Woods also noted that viewers who 

found reality programming to be true-to-life were more likely to form attachments to the 

shows and parasocial relationships with the characters. 

Similarly, Reiss and Wiltz (2004) describe the rise of reality programming and 

attribute its appeal due to the fact that ordinary people are able to become celebrities.  

They argue that people can relate to these characters because they are seen to be like 

themselves.  Ho (2006) found that viewers enjoy the way that reality television characters 

relate to other characters on the show.  Because these types of programs are unscripted, 

viewers were able to watch real interactions between real people. They reported these 

interactions to be a key factor in their motivations for watching reality programming.  
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Thus, the development of relationships between audience and characters emerges as a 

recurring theme behind the genre’s appeal.  This consensus resonates well with research 

outside of the uses and gratifications perspective, namely a sizeable body of research 

demonstrating the key role of viewers’ affective dispositions toward characters as a 

governing force in the enjoyment of media entertainment (e.g., Raney, 2006). 

Other research suggests that viewing behavior is more motivated out of habit 

rather than by these relationships with onscreen characters. These viewers are more likely 

to watch whatever happens to be on television at the time, rather than follow specific 

shows on a regular basis (Nabi et al. 2003).  Research has demonstrated that a number of 

viewing motives, including entertainment, mood change, and passing time, serve to fuel 

reality television viewing.  Reality television can also fulfill a type of social function.  

Viewers tune in to reality shows so they wouldn’t feel left out of conversations at work 

and in social situations, because conversations often turn to television shows and reality 

shows in particular (Hall, 2006; Ebersole & Woods, 2007; Papacharissi & Mendelson, 

2007). 

Papacharissi and Mendelson (2007) also found that time pass and entertainment 

were considered to be the main motivations behind reality television viewing.  They 

found that the novelty of reality programming as well as the entertainment value were 

also significant contributors to motivations of use.  Hall (2006) found that viewers of 

reality television enjoy it because in some important ways, it is different from many of 

the other programs that are on television.  She notes that reality television programs are 

not predictable in a way that many sitcoms or dramas are, and viewers enjoy watching 
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because they feel an element of surprise.  Not knowing what will happen at the end of the 

story makes it more entertaining to watch. 

The reported enjoyment of watching reality television is also linked to levels of 

parasocial interaction (Nabi, Biely, Morgan, & Stitt, 2003; Nabi, Stitt, Halford, Finnerty 

2006). Nabi and her collaborators (2006) found that people generally have a negative 

view of the impact of reality programming and claim to enjoy it less than other forms of 

programming. In discussing the source of this negative view, they state, “Reality 

television was found to be “less appealing not because it evokes negative emotions and 

cognitive reactions but rather because of its more limited ability to evoke positive ones” 

(p. 431).  However, the amount of reality television that individuals actually consume 

contradicts this claim. According to the authors, 77% of participants reported watching 

reality programming either “sometimes” or “frequently.” 

Direct Address in Reality Television 

In sum, scholars have assembled a sizable body of research demonstrating a 

number of factors that explain why viewers watch and enjoy reality television programs.  

But virtually all these studies have focused on viewers’ uses and gratifications received 

from viewing or how these gratifications and viewing motives predict reality TV 

enjoyment.  What has not been examined to date is how structural features of the genre 

contribute to the development of these relationships and subsequently enhance 

enjoyment. Reality television is a genre that often uses direct address. Individuals talk 

directly to the camera, often about highly emotional topics (Ho, 2006; Tsay & Oliver, 

2008).  As previously noted, evidence demonstrates links between one such structural 



Texas Tech University, Michelle Angela Bennett, May 2010 

21	  
	  

feature, direct address, and the development of parasocial bonds.  Recall that a number of 

studies have provided evidence that the development of parasocial relationships serve to 

predict viewer enjoyment of reality TV (Nabi et al., 2003; Nabi et al., 2006).  Moreover, 

recall that research has demonstrated that the use of direct address is positively associated 

with the development of parasocial bonds (Auter & Davies, 1991; Auter, 1992).  Given 

that scholars have acknowledged that emotional content is positively related to the 

development of parasocial interactions (Sood & Rogers, 2000), then the highly emotional 

qualities of reality TV also serve to illustrate the potential for cultivation of these 

relationships in this entertainment context. 

Based on this literature, this study will test the following hypotheses: 

H1: Identification will be positively related to the development of PSI with 

onscreen characters. 

H2: Reality television programming that employs direct address will elicit 

stronger PSI compared to programming without direct address. 

H3: The development of PSI with onscreen characters will be positively related to 

enjoyment of reality television programming. 

RQ:  Will the use of direct address in reality programming elicit stronger 

identification compared to programming without direct address? 
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Chapter III 

Method 

Design and Protocol 

A 2 (direct address) x 2 (episode) between-subjects experiment was conducted. 

Participants were randomly assigned to one of four experimental conditions that varied 

along two dimensions.  The independent variable of interest iss the manipulation of the 

use of direct address.  It is operationalized in two levels, absent and present.  In the first 

level, participants were shown a stimulus that did not include characters speaking directly 

to the camera.  This stimulus included group interaction, challenges, and contestant 

weigh-ins, without any individual camera time for the characters. The second level of this 

variable featured an identical program; however, it included additional content where one 

contestant, Mike, repeatedly spoke to the camera about his experience in the competition. 

The second variable is episode, where participants were randomly assigned to 

view one of two episodes.  The same character, Mike, was the focus of both episodes, as 

the narrative involved his possible elimination from the program.  Thus, the design of the 

study controled for the character of interest in the stimuli.  However, use of two different 

episodes allows us to speak more confidently regarding the causal role of the variable of 

interest, direct address, and not dwell upon the idiosyncrasies of the particular episodes 

selected as stimuli. 

The experiment took place in a laboratory setting to ensure that each participant 

had the same conditions for viewing.  Stimuli were viewed at individual workstations on 

a 17” LCD monitor using headphones.  Audio levels were held constant across all 
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workstations.  All dependent measures as well as the stimuli were presented via 

MediaLab software, reducing the potential for demand effects or researcher bias. 

Participants 

Participants for this study were 118 undergraduate students at Texas Tech 

University.  The population was undergraduate mass communications students, and a 

convenience sample that represents a subset of that population was used.  Participation in 

this experiment was voluntary. Extra credit was offered for participants in their mass 

communication courses for participating in the study. The majority of the participants 

were female (59.3%, n = 70), and 40.7% were male (n = 48). Average age of participants 

was 20.66 years (SD = 1.52). Participants were 80.5% white (n = 95); 13.6% Hispanic (n 

= 16); 4.2% African American (n = 5); .8% Asian (n = 1); and .8% reported “other” (n = 

1). Participants reported watching a mean of 3.44 hours of television a day (SD = 2.32).  

Stimuli 

Participants were shown specially edited episodes from the reality show The 

Biggest Loser, a competition show where overweight participants compete to lose weight. 

The two episodes primarily focused on one character in particular, Mike.  At the time, 

that character was the youngest contestant to appear on the show, and is a member of the 

same age cohort as our participants.  In addition, he received great attention in the 

narrative of multiple episodes, as he faced possible elimination.  This allowed for the 

selection of multiple episodes that were different, and yet provided some consistency 

across experimental conditions. 

The stimuli material were taken from the seventh season of The Biggest Loser.  
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They featured a challenge, a weigh in, and the content leading up to the resolution.  As 

previously noted, some of the stimuli included the character breaking the fourth wall and 

talking directly to the audience, whereas the others did not. The Biggest Loser was 

selected because it is seen as a show that focuses on emotional attachments.  People form 

connections with the characters on the show and feel they are able to sympathize and 

relate to them.  This is an important aspect when measuring parasocial interaction.  

Selecting a show with several characters on a life-changing journey provides the audience 

a chance to feel they can be a part of their lives.  The episodes aired in the spring of 2009 

on prime-time broadcast network television and they did not contain any violent or 

sexually explicit content. 

Dependent Measures 

The primary dependent variable in this study is the development of a parasocial 

relationship with Mike, the focal character in the stimuli.  The experiment operationalized 

PSI using a self-report measure adapted from Rubin, Perse, and Powell’s (1985) 

parasocial interaction scale.  The measure presented a series of statements and asked 

participants to indicate their level of agreement along an 11-point Likert-type response 

scale.  This measure has high face validity, as it asks participants to agree with statements 

such as “Mike made me feel comfortable, as if I am with an old friend.”  The measure has 

been used in multiple studies over the past two decades and produced similar results so it 

can be said to be a reliable and consistent measure of PSI.  Internal consistency of the 

measure was assessed using Cronbach’s alpha (α = .92), and items were summed and 

averaged to produce each participant’s PSI score. 
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In order to test the remaining hypotheses and research question, the study also 

included measures of enjoyment and identification.  Enjoyment was operationalized by 

three items including “I enjoyed watching this program,” “I thought this program was 

entertaining,” and “This program was boring” (reverse coded).  The three items were 

highly consistent (α = .93).  The measure of identification was adapted from Eyal and 

Rubin’s (2003) examination of the relationship between identification and PSI.  It 

included items like “When I watch the character on the program, I feel I understand the 

way he/she feels,” and “When I watch the character on the program, I imagine myself in 

his/her place.”  Items were measured using 11-point Likert-type response scales.  The 

scale was internally consistent (α = .92), and items were summed and averaged to 

produce each participant’s identification score. 

The study also included the Revised UCLA Loneliness Scale (Russell, Peplau, & 

Cutrona, 1980) as an operational measure of loneliness to be used as a control variable in 

data analysis.  The scale consists of 20 items, all gauged via 11-point Likert-type 

response scales.  Sample items included, “I am unhappy being so withdrawn,” and “There 

is no one I can turn to.”  Scale items were consistent (α = .85), and responses were 

summed and averaged to calculate an overall loneliness score for each participant. 

In addition, age, gender, ethnicity, media consumption, and reality TV 

consumption were also measured as possible control variables.  Participants also reported 

viewing of The Biggest Loser, as well as whether they have seen the specific episode they 

viewed during the experiment.  In addition, enjoyment of The Biggest Loser in general 

was assessed with a series of four Likert-type scale items such as “I consider myself a fan 
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of ‘The Biggest Loser’” and “I make it a point to watch The Biggest Loser when it’s on” 

(α = .90). 
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Chapter IV 

Results 

H1: Identification and PSI 

H1 hypothesized that identification would be positively related to the 

development of PSI with onscreen characters. This hypothesis was tested by calculating 

Pearson’s product moment correlation coefficients (one-tailed) between those two 

variables.  The analysis revealed a significant correlation between those two variables (r 

= .77, p < .001).  Overall mean values across experimental conditions for identification 

were 4.98 (SD = 2.00) and PSI was 5.86 (SD = 1.92). As seen in Figure 2, As an 

individual’s identification with a character increased, so does PSI with that character.  

Thus, H1 is supported. 
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Figure 2. Relationship Between Identification and PSI 

H2: Direct Address and PSI 

In order to test the second hypothesis, an independent samples t-test was 

performed comparing the development of PSI as a function of programs with and without 

direct address. H2 hypothesized that reality television programming that employs direct 

address would elicit stronger PSI compared to programming without direct address. 

However, the hypothesis was not supported, t(116) = -.82, p > .05 (one-tailed).  

Nonetheless, means for the two groups were in the hypothesized direction.  Participants 

who viewed the program with direct address reported stronger PSI (M = 6.02, SD = 1.89) 
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than those who viewed the program without direct address (M = 5.73, SD = 1.94), 

although the difference was not statistically significant. 

To further explore this hypothesis, we subsequently conducted an ANOVA that 

included participants’ self-reported loneliness as a covariate to statistically control for the 

influence of that variable based on past research.  However, even when controlling for 

loneliness, direct address did not significantly impact PSI, F(1, 115) = .77, p > .05.  Thus, 

our data reveal that direct address has no relationship with PSI. 

H3: Enjoyment & PSI 

H3 hypothesized that the development of PSI with onscreen characters would be 

positively related to enjoyment of reality television programming. As with H1, we tested 

this hypothesis by calculating correlation coefficients between those two variables.  

Correlation analyses revealed that PSI with onscreen characters positively correlated with 

enjoyment (r = .61, p < .001).  Mean values of the two variables across experimental 

conditions were 5.86 (SD = 1.92) for PSI and 8.05 (SD = 2.36) for enjoyment. As can be 

seen in Figure 3, as PSI increased, so did viewers’ reported enjoyment, although the 

relationship was not as linear as that between Identification and PSI.  
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Figure 3: Relationship Between Enjoyment and PSI 

RQ: Direct Address and Identification 

The research question examined whether the use of direct address in reality 

programming would elicit stronger identification compared to programming without 

direct address.  As with the second hypothesis, this question was answered by performing 

an independent samples t-test.  The results found no significant difference between those 

who saw programs using direct address and those who saw programs not using direct 

address, t(116) = -1.16, p > . 05.  Individuals who watched the programming with direct 

address (M = 5.22, SD = 2.00) did not experience stronger identification with the 
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onscreen character than those who watched the programming without direct address (M = 

4.80, SD = 1.99).  However, the means were again in the hypothesized direction.  

Nonetheless, no significant differences were reported and we can conclude that the two 

variables are not related. 

Subsequent Analyses 

 In addition to the planned tests already reported, we conducted a series of 

subsequent exploratory tests to examine the impact of assignment to a particular episode 

of the program on development of PSI, as well as the impact of participant gender on PSI 

development.  Moreover, correlation analysis indicated a positive relationship between 

exposure to The Biggest Loser and the development of PSI in our study, r = .34, p < .001.  

Thus, this unplanned analysis also included an additional covariate, exposure to The 

Biggest Loser, as a statistical covariate to remove its influence from our test.  

The effects of episode and gender were examined by conducting a three-factor 

ANOVA with direct address, episode, and gender as between-subjects factors and self-

reported loneliness and exposure to The Biggest Loser as covariates.  That test found 

main effects for both episode and gender.  Regarding episode, the test found that the 

episode viewed had a significant effect on PSI, F(1, 107) = 13.43, p < .001. As can be 

seen in Figure 4, participants who viewed the second episode (#718) used as an 

experimental stimulus (n= 70, M = 6.41, SD = 1.79) reported significantly stronger PSI 

than those who viewed the earlier episode (n = 48, M = 5.05, SD = 1.83).  However, 

inspection of the figure reveals a consistent, albeit nonsignificant difference between the 

direct address and no direct address conditions. 
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Figure 4: PSI as a Function of Direct Address and Episode  

That test also revealed a main effect for gender on PSI, F(1, 107) = 17.27, p < 

.001. As can be seen in Figure 5, female participants (n = 70, M = 6.33, Sd = 1.79) 

reported stronger PSI than males (n = 48, M = 5.17, SD = 1.91). 
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Figure 5: PSI as a Function of Direct Address and Gender 
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Chapter V 

Discussion 

The objective of this study was to examine whether structural features in 

television can play a role in an individual’s likelihood to develop a parasocial relationship 

with a character. Reality television, in particular, was chosen to be examined because of 

the unique structural features of this genre and because reality television has become a 

media phenomenon in recent years. It adds to the current research in the field of PSI by 

looking specifically at a genre that uses structural features that are thought to advance the 

formation of PSI.  Specifically, this study sought to determine whether viewers would 

report stronger PSI with a selected character when direct address was employed versus 

when it was absent.  

This study predicted that identification with an onscreen character would be 

positively related to the development of PSI with that character. It also proposed that 

reality television programming that employs direct address will elicit stronger PSI 

compared to programming without direct address, and that the development of PSI with 

onscreen characters would be positively related to enjoyment of the television 

programming. The research question sought to examine whether the use of direct address 

in reality television programming would elicit stronger identification with the character 

than watching the same programming without direct address.  

Data analysis revealed that both identification and enjoyment were positively 

related to PSI.  Individuals who identified with Mike, the focal character in the episodes 

viewed, were much more likely to develop a parasocial relationship with him. This is 
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consistent with previous research that has focused on identification with television 

characters. Cohen (2001) found that some sort of identification with a character must be 

present in order for PSI to occur.  Viewers are able to form a connection with the 

onscreen character and believe they share similar interests, beliefs, and values.  Eyal and 

Rubin (2003) found that greater levels of identification are linked with greater levels of 

homophily. Therefore, people are more likely to identify with media characters that 

embody similarities to them. 

Given that PSI and identification were so strongly linked, we must consider how 

and if these two constructs are indeed distinct phenomena.  Moreover, if they are distinct, 

which construct plays a causal role in eliciting the other?  Admittedly, identification and 

PSI are considered to be similar constructs, as both look at the way the audience interacts 

with the characters they watch on television. However PSI occurs when an individual can 

imagine interacting with a character, whereas identification occurs when the viewer 

imagines becoming the character they are watching. PSI is based on feelings of attraction 

and liking for a character, and identification focuses on feelings of understanding and 

attraction toward a character (Cohen, 2001). PSI focuses on the idea of forming a 

friendship with the character the audience is watching and therefore identification must 

be present for PSI to occur. However, it is possible to have identification without PSI. 

One may have feelings of understanding toward a character and can recognize why they 

act the way they do without feeling a connection of friendship toward that character. But 

in order for the pseudo-friendship, or PSI, to occur, there must be that level of 

understanding and identification. Thus, the present findings further add to the literature 
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demonstrating the importance of identification in the development of PSI, as individuals 

must feel a sense of connection and identification with a character in order for PSI to 

occur.  

One additional and unexpected finding worthy of discussion is the significant 

impact of gender on the development of PSI.  Given the aforementioned relationship 

between identification and PSI and the fact that the focal character in our study was male, 

one would not necessarily anticipate this finding.  However, the significant effect of 

gender is congruent with previous findings in PSI research. Cohen (1997) examined the 

role of PSI and gender and found that women were more likely to form parasocial 

relationships than men. His study found that gender differences in PSI are similar to those 

in social relationships and that women experience television as a more relational activity.  

Given that gender can play a role in PSI and females were more likely to form a 

parasocial connection, perhaps if a female character had been the focus of this study the 

results would have yielded even stronger results because females may have been able to 

more strongly identify with a female character. This Therefore, women were more likely 

to seek out a parasocial relationship and attempt to form a connection with the characters 

they watched.  

The results also showed support for a positive relationship between enjoyment of 

reality television programming and the development of a parasocial relationship with 

Mike. As individuals’ level of PSI increased, so did their enjoyment of the program.  As 

with the previous finding, this echoes past assertions regarding viewer enjoyment of 

reality television.  Numerous scholars have looked at reality television from a uses and 
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gratifications perspective and found that level of reported enjoyment plays a role in the 

formation of PSI (Nabi et al., 2003; Nabi et al., 2006). When individuals enjoy watching 

a media program, they are more likely to feel connected to the characters in that program, 

thus fostering PSI.  Thus, these results demonstrate that programming must be enjoyable 

to watch for a parasocial relationship to occur. 

The data analysis, however, did not find support for a causal link between the use 

of direct address and PSI. It was hypothesized that individuals who watched the 

television programming with direct address would report higher levels of PSI than those 

who watched the programming with no direct address based on previous research. The 

results showed that there was a slight difference between the groups.  However, this 

difference was not enough to be statistically significant, and we cannot confidently state 

that there is a relationship between PSI and direct address. 

These results differ from what some scholars have found in the past (Auter, 1992; 

Auter & Davis, 1991). Auter and Davis (1991) found that individuals possess a general 

liking toward breaking the fourth wall. They found that viewers responded in a positive 

manner toward characters who spoke directly to the camera and that these viewers 

preferred this method to those who did not break the fourth wall. Although our findings 

certainly do not contradict these, the differences between the groups were not great 

enough to yield a statistical difference. 

This discrepancy with past research raises a number of possibilities.  First, one 

explanation could be that the particular clips used in this study were not a strong enough 

manipulation of direct address to get the results hypothesized. Had a stronger 
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manipulation of direct address been used, perhaps it would have yielded different results.  

Given that the experimental manipulation comprised only a few minutes of the stimuli, 

this possibility has merit.  In addition, the impact of direct address could be a particularly 

weak effect, and the study did not have adequate statistical power to discover this 

relationship.  If this were the case, the use of a larger sample could possibly yield 

different results and discover such weak effects. 

Second, this contrary finding could be attributed to the possibility that use of 

direct address is no longer a novel structural technique.  Nearly two decades have passed 

since the previous experimental investigation of the impact of this structural feature, and 

in that time, viewers may have become accustomed to its use.  Reality television is 

saturated in the use of the “confessional” where onscreen characters speak directly to the 

camera.  Because it is so prominent, viewers may come to expect it when they are 

watching reality programming and therefore it is not seen as a way to help foster PSI, but 

rather just as a common feature of reality programming.  In short, a habituation effect 

could have occurred and yielded the present results. 

The research question proposed sought to expand research in this domain by 

examining whether the use of direct address in reality programming would elicit stronger 

identification compared to programming without direct address.  The results showed that 

individuals who watched the programming with direct address did not experience 

stronger identification with the onscreen character than those who watched the 

programming without direct address. As with the previous hypothesis, the results were in 

the hypothesized direction, but the differences were not enough to be statistically 
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significant. This means that the use of direct address does not impact an individuals’ 

likelihood to form a parasocial relationship.  

Limitations 

There are several limitations to this study that may have impacted the results. 

Because the participants were undergraduate students, the results may only generalize to 

young, college-aged individuals. Although this age group is a key demographic in reality 

television programming, it is unlikely that all viewers of the genre would respond in the 

same way.  However, there is also no reason why the variable of interest would not elicit 

the hypothesized effects in this particular population.  This argument echoes Mook’s 

(1983) contention that if this theoretical relationship is true, then it should also be true in 

this particular population.  Second, because this experiment was held in an artificial 

laboratory setting there are issues with the ecological validity. Viewers typically do not 

watch television in a lab setting on a computer with headphones. This may have impacted 

the way participants were able to answer questions.  

There are also limitations with the stimulus material. Due to time constraints, 

artificial episodes were made. The Biggest Loser is a program with episodes roughly 80 

minutes long.  However, for use in this study the episodes were edited down to 

approximately 30 minutes each to fit the time constrictions of the study.  Because the 

episodes were specially edited, key information could possibly have been taken out.  

Participants may have responded differently if they were able to see each episode in its 

entirety.  Moreover, participants viewed only one episode.  PSI is known to develop over 

time and constant exposure. Perhaps if the participants had been able to view multiple 
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full-length episodes over time, the results may have turned out differently. 

Finally, the measure used to gauge the level of PSI may also have been a 

limitation. It was a traditional measure of PSI, rather than a novel measure created to 

capture the unique nuisances of how viewers relate to characters appearing in reality 

television programs. Because reality television differs from traditional television in the 

use of the confessional, featuring real people instead of professional actors, and the way 

that characters interact, perhaps a newer measure of PSI may have been appropriate. 

Auter and Palmgreen (2000) have made an alternate version of the original PSI scale that 

has also yielded reliable results. However, the scale used in this study has been used in 

PSI research multiple times over the past two decades and is seen as a reliable measure. It 

was chosen for its level of continuity. Even so, a more novel measure may have been 

appropriate for measuring PSI in reality television programming.  

Directions for Future Research 

Although not all of the hypotheses in this study yielded significant results, future 

research may be able to produce significant findings relating PSI and the use of direct 

address.  In order to do this, future research should attempt to measure PSI over time as a 

function of repeated exposure and direct address.  Because the short viewing time was a 

limitation in this study, future research could show full-length episodes to participants on 

multiple occasions.  This would give viewers a better perspective of the character and 

perhaps enable a stronger bond, thus fostering PSI. This could be done over a time period 

of several weeks where participants are asked to view a multiple full-length episodes of a 

reality show, or even an entire season of a show. By following the same format of two 
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levels of direct address (absent and present), the structural technique of direct address 

would be able to be more fully developed. Because participants would view numerous 

episodes that all emphasized the same character using direct address, it may produce a 

clearer manipulation. After watching the show for an extended period of time, PSI could 

be evaluated. Because PSI can develop over time, giving individuals a chance to feel as 

though they really got to know a character and were able to watch him or her grow, may 

make them more likely to feel a connection to that character.  
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