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Abstract

Parasocial attachment is a feeling of closeness that people develop towards influencers,
streamers, celebrities, and online creators. Social media amplified these bonds and
made creators feel more vulnerable and closer to audiences as though they were
present with them. The paper looks at the role of the parasocial relations in the
emotional support, reassurance, and sense of belonging of adolescents and young
adults. The study is based on Attachment Theory, Uses and Gratifications Theory, and
Compensatory Internet Use Theory to provide an explanation for the development of
strong attachments to online personalities for emotionally vulnerable individuals. The
paper suggests there are degrees of parasocial attachment. Moderate attachment is
emotionally supportive and provides identity exploration. Too much attachment leads to
emotional dependence, isolation and unrealistic expectations of intimacy. The research
also explores the impact of social media algorithms on emotional investment, which
continually presents users with the creators they like. The longitudinal hypothetical case
study illustrates how parasocial attachment can be built over time, via repeated viewing,
emotional subjectivity, and digital reinforcement. The results indicate that digitally
mediated relationships now play an important role in the lives of adolescents in terms of
emotional regulation and identity development.
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Literature Review

Parasocial interaction was first theorised by Donald Horton & Richard Wohl in 1956.
They referred to parasocial relationships as 'one-sided emotional relationships' between
audiences and media personalities. Previous studies were primarily on media figures
and public figures. Social media shifted these dynamics, making emotions more
accessible and constant contact.

Modern authors share their opinions, experiences, feelings, and habits on the web.
Familiarity leads to emotional closeness, between creators and followers, and repeated
exposure provides that familiarity. This is enhanced by livestreams, notifications,
comments, and custom suggestions on platforms like Instagram, TikTok, or YouTube.
According to Attachment Theory, these relationships frequently have an emotional
component. John Bowlby suggested that people are looking for emotional security and



reassurance from attachment relationships. Loneliness, stress, and emotional insecurity
can cause teens to seek emotional support and stability from online creators.Parasocial
attachment is also explained with the help of Uses and Gratification Theory. Media is
used by individuals to fill emotional and social needs to provide accompaniment,
validation, escape, and reinforcement of identity. Parasocial relationships are temporary
relationships of emotional support and perceived connection.Compensatory Internet use
theory proposes that users of the Internet engage in online activities for the purpose of
alleviating emotional discomfort or fulfilling offline needs. In the current framework,
parasocial attachments serve as a coping strategy that is related to emotional
regulation.

It was also found that algorithmic recommendation systems amplify emotional
connection by constantly showing users creators that they prefer emotionally, with
studies demonstrating that this leads to increased usage of the platform.The study also
reveals that algorithmic recommendation systems contribute to creating an emotional
bond with the content creator by showing them content period after period. The more
one is exposed to it, the more familiar, emotionally invested and attached to it one
becomes over time.Nowadays, parasocial attachment is increasingly considered more
than a mere entertainment. Now researchers look at it as a psychologically meaningful
relationship that is influenced by emotional vulnerability, adolescent development and
digitally mediated social contexts.

Introduction

Social media has revolutionized the way people relate, communicate and develop their
identity. As a medium, the old media built a barrier between viewers and celebrities.
Social media further shrunk this gap, as influencers and creators seemed to be
emotionally open, approachable, and always available. These platforms, like Instagram,
TikTok, and YouTube, promote content that includes personal experiences, emotions,
daily routines, and opinions shared with followers. People start to feel attachments
towards creators without any true reciprocity after they are exposed to such content
over and over again. These are one-sided emotional ties, called parasocial
attachments.

Adolescence is a period of identity exploration, emotional sensitivity and a need for
social belonging, which increases the likelihood of forming parasocial attachments
among adolescents and young adults. The majority of people invest significant time in
digital spaces where creators serve as sources of reassurance, comfort, validation and
identity guidance. Parasocial relationships at moderate levels offer emotional support
and temporary alleviation of loneliness or stress. Creators can help those who find
meaning, inspiration, or emotional resonance in their content feel understood or



connected. Such connections promote identity exploration, as audiences are introduced
to communities, lifestyles and perspectives.

Issues arise when emotional attachment gets out of control. High dependence on the
creators can also lead to less offline relationships and more mediated relationship
dependence. Creators face emotional distress when they are inactive, unavailable, or
do not meet audience expectations. Another issue with parasocial attachment is that
viewers form distorted perceptions of closeness due to the lack of recognition or
reciprocity in the relationship between the viewer and the audience. The increased
prevalence of parasocial relationships in digital culture has not been fully explored in
psychological research to date, where parasocial attachment is currently not considered
as an emotional compensation provided by algorithmic social media systems. Few
studies have looked at the issue of celebrity adoration beyond the realm of emotionally
immersive digital environments.

This paper explores the psychologically significant nature of the phenomenon of
parasocial attachment as an emotional compensation among adolescents and young
adults. The study addresses three points: how social media platforms foster emotional
attachment, how parasocial relationships impact emotional regulation, and how an
excessive attachment to the social media impacts identity formation and interpersonal
relationships.

Methodology

Study Design- This illustrative study employed a single-case longitudinal observational
design to examine developmental changes in parasocial attachment and related
psychological variables among adolescent social media users. The design focused on
tracking changes across four temporal phases to understand the progression from initial
exposure to potential emotional dependency or stabilization.

Participant

The study involved one participant (Participant A), selected through purposive sampling
based on high social media engagement.

Age: 17 years

Gender: Female

Academic status: High school student in a competitive academic environment

Average daily social media use: 5.2 hours

Primary platforms: TikTok, Instagram, YouTube

The participant provided consent for behavioral observation and self-report-based
assessment.



Measures

All constructs were measured using validated and adapted Likert-scale instruments (1 =
very low, 5 = very high):

Parasocial Attachment (PA): Adapted Parasocial Interaction Scale

Emotional Dependency (ED): Emotional Reliance Index

Loneliness (LON): UCLA Loneliness Scale (short form)

Offline Social Interaction (OSI): Self-reported frequency and quality index

Procedure

Data were collected across four developmental phases over an 18-month period:

Phase 1: Initial exposure and acclimatization (Month 1-3)

Phase 2: Emotional reinforcement (Month 4-9)

Phase 3: Emotional dependency formation (Month 10—18)

Phase 4: Divergent outcomes (adaptive stabilization vs maladaptive dependency
trajectory)

Scores were recorded at each phase based on repeated self-report assessments and
behavioral indicators of engagement with social media creators.

Case study

Study 1: Developmental patterns of parasocial attachment among adolescent social
media users, with one participant (Participant A) selected to represent a prototypic case.
Age: 17 years

Gender: Female

Background: Admitted, high school student at an academically challenging local public
high school.

Social media: Hours per day on average: 5.2

Primary platforms: TikTok, Instagram, YouTube

Phase 1 : Initial Dabble And Acclimatization (Month 1 - Month 3)

In the early days, social media creators mostly engaged audiences for entertainment
with low emotional investment.

Scores:

Parasocial Attachment (PA): 2.1

Emotional Dependency (ED): 1.9



Loneliness (LON): 2.4

Offline Social Interaction (OSl): 4.3

Observations:

Engagement was irregular and non-emotional. Crisis Content was overwhelmingly
passive, entertainment-focused — and not creating a major psychological dependence
on creators.

Interpretation:

Parasocial attachment remained low during this period, consistent with Uses and
Gratifications Theory, suggesting that speakers consume media to be entertained or
relieve stress rather than to become emotionally attached.

Phase 2: Creating Emotional Engagement and Reinforcement (Month 4-9)
This happened through algorithmic recommendations and repeated consumption of
content that people could emotionally relate to.

Scores:

Parasocial Attachment (PA): 3.6

Emotional Dependency (ED): 3.4

Loneliness (LON): 3.7

Offline Social Interaction (OSI): 3.1

Observations:

Participant A began checking creator content daily, showing emotional identification with
creators and increased reliance on them during stress. Offline interactions decreased
slightly.

Interpretation:

In close-second, this phase mirrors in-building emotional reinforcement loops by way of
fourth-sensory repetition increasing perceived familiarity and emotional closeness.
Parasocial attachment starts to function as a complementary emotional regulation tool.

Phase 3: Parasocial interaction emerged as an emotional core of the participant's daily
life.

Scores:

Parasocial Attachment (PA): 4.4

Emotional Dependency (ED): 4.5

Loneliness (LON): 4.1

Offline Social Interaction (OSI): 2.3



Observations:

Participant A evidenced affective reactions towards creator engagement. Variability in
mood was also affected by uploads, live streams, and perceived attention from creators.
Offline social engagement declined significantly.

Interpretation:

This represents maladaptive parasocial compensation, where offline social interaction is
therefore increasingly supplemented by meeting emotional needs through mediated
relationships. This pattern is in accordance with Compensatory Internet Use Theory.

Phase 4: Divergent Outcomes (Stabilization versus Dysregulation)
Two types of developments were seen in its development.

Phase 4A: Adaptive Stabilization Pathway

Parasocial Attachment (PA): 3.8

Emotional Dependency (ED): 3.1

Loneliness (LON): 3.9

Offline Social Interaction (OSI): 3.5

Observation:

participant A shows stable and moderate behavior with creators. Online figures matter
less emotionally and so there are balanced emotional reactions. There is a more
favourable effect on offline social interaction, as parasocial attachment is now
subordinated and controlled in daily emotional living

Interpretation:

Not only does parasocial attachment settle around the middle portion of the continuum
as a generalized measure of emotional support, but it also operates without displacing
offline relationship

Phase 4B: Maladaptive Dependency Pathway

Parasocial Attachment (PA): 4.7

Emotional Dependency (ED): 4.8

Loneliness (LON): 4.6

Offline Social Interaction (OSI): 1.8

Observation:

Participant A shows strong emotional dependence on creators, with frequent mood
changes linked to online activity. Offline interaction decreases, while feelings of
loneliness and reliance on creators for emotional validation increase significantly
Interpretation:



The dual aspects of heightened emotional reliance and diminished offline engagement
signify problematic parasocial usage, in line with digital emotional dysregulation.

Phase Parasocial Emotional Loneliness(LO | Offline Social
Attachment (PA) Dependency N) Interaction
(ED (OSlI)
Phase1 2.1 1.9 24 4.3
Phase 2 3.6 3.4 3.7 3.1
Phase 3 4.4 4.5 41 23
Phase 4A 3.8 3.1 3.9 3.5
Phase 4B 4.7 4.8 4.6 1.8
Discussion

This single-case longitudinal study followed a developmental path in an adolescent
social media user for four stages of exposure and engagement with the social media.
The results indicate that parasocial attachment is a dynamic experience that evolves
over time based on repeated exposure, emotional reinforcement, and algorithmic
targeting of content.

In Phase 1, parasocial attachment was low, consistent with Uses and Gratifications
Theory which posits that the use of media is motivated by entertainment and stress
reduction to emotional bonding.

In Phase 2, as the amount of exposure grew, parasocial attachment and emotional
dependency increased, while experiencing loneliness and a decrease in offline social
interactions was also slightly increased. This stage is when emotional reinforcement
loops start to get established over time, which increases the perceived familiarity and
emotional closeness to creators, and reinforces the idea of the creator's work being
familiar and familiarizing oneself with the creator.

At Phase 3, the participant's parasocial attachment was a central part of their emotional
experience. Emotional dependency went up significantly, and online social interaction
went down. This trend is consistent with Compensatory Internet Use Theory, which has
predicted that online relationships start to become a partial substitute for off-line
emotional needs when psychological vulnerability and high exposure meet.



In phase 4, two divergent developmental outcomes were identified. In adaptive
stabilization pathway, parasocial attachment was medium level and supportive, with no
significant displacement of online relationships. This indicates that parasocial
relationships may be used for emotional regulation and/or supplemental emotional
functions if emotional dependence is controlled.

On the other hand, the maladaptive pathway showed high parasocial attachment, high
emotional dependency, high levels of loneliness and significantly low levels of offline
interaction. This pattern suggests emotional dependency in mediated relations and a
shift towards dysregulated parasocial engagement. Emotions became more and more
dependent on the activity of their creators, reflecting the psychological construction of
an invisible relational intimacy in the absence of reciprocity.

In summary, results support a continuum model of parasocial attachment from an
adaptive emotional support to maladaptive dependency. These findings also highlight
the importance of emotional regulation and outside social support as protective factors
against excessive parasocial reliance. Furthermore, the role of algorithmic
reinforcement is seen to increase emotional involvement in the use of the algorithm by
repeatedly presenting the content that users like, which in turn increases the attachment
over time.

But this is a single case study design and can not be generalized. Nevertheless, this
study offers a structured developmental framework which can be applied to future
empirical studies conducted with larger samples and longitudinal designs to gain a
deeper understanding of the psychological implications of parasocial relationships in
digital environments.

Limitations

Single-case design

Non-standardized measurement tools
Retrospective and self-report-based data
No causal inference possible

Conclusion

This study explored the developmental path of the parasocial attachment of an
adolescent social media user with the help of a longitudinal four phase model. The
results indicate that parasocial attachment develops gradually from low to emotionally
intense to possibly unhealthy dependency. Parasocial attachment seems to serve as an
emotional resource and a means for identity exploration, especially in the adolescent



years, when emotional sensitivity and social comparison processes are elevated. As
people become more exposed to the media and exposed to the emotions of the media
as well, however, parasocial relationships can become more dependent when the
interaction in the real world is reduced and the ability to regulate emotions is low.
Results are consistent with a continuum of parasocial attachment in which some
individuals' emotional involvement is adaptive while others' emotional involvement is
maladaptive. This is indicative of the ambivalent nature of parasocial relationships in
promoting emotional health and psychological vulnerability in cyber environments.

Overall, the study underscores the growing psychological significance of parasocial
attachment in the context of algorithm-driven social media platforms. Further
longitudinal and multi-participant research is required to better understand causal
pathways and protective factors that influence whether parasocial attachment remains
adaptive or becomes dysregulated in adolescent populations.
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