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REVIEW ARTICLE

THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN PARASOCIAL THEORY 
AND BRAND PLACEMENT

Abstract

This paper reviews parasocial theory including parasocial interaction, paraso-
cial relationship, parasocial break up, the death of a character or a celebrity, 
parasocial attachment and the correlation between brand placement and par-
asocial theory. This paper contains secondary sources, which is literature re-
view. While brand placement has been a controversial issue since there are no 
exact rules to follow to make a successful brand placement and also it remains 
unclear whether brand placement is effective or not, the popularity of it has 
been growing rapidly. In spite of this, there are not many studies regarding 
the correlation between brand placement and parasocial theory. Therefore, 
the aim of this paper is to bring clarity to each subject matter and the correla-
tion between them.
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PARASOSYAL TEORİ VE MARKA YERLEŞTİRME 
ARASINDAKİ İLİŞKİ

Özet 

Bu makale parasosyal etkileşim, parasosyal ilişki, parasosyal ayrılma, bir karak-
terin veya bir ünlünün ölümü, parasosyal ilişkisinin marka yerleşimi ile ilişkisini 
incelemektedir. Bu makale literatür taraması olan ikincil kaynakları içermek-
tedir. Marka yerleştirme tartışmalı bir konudur ve bunun nedenlerinden biri 
başarılı bir marka yerleştirme yapmak için izlenecek kesin kuralların bulun-
mamasıdır. Popülerliği hızla artmasına rağmen marka yerleştirme konusunda 
ve özellikle parasosyal teori arasındaki korelasyon ile ilgili çok fazla çalışma 
yoktur. Bu nedenle, bu makalenin amacı yukarıda bahsi geçen konulara netlik 
kazandırmak ve literatür taramasına katkı sağlamaktır.

Anahtar Kelimeler: parasosyal teori, marka yerleştirme, kurgusal karakterler, ünlüler.
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Introduction

How can having a seemingly close connection with a fictional character or ce-
lebrity be defined? A “parasocial” connection is a one-sided attachment, from 
audience members towards characters or celebrities. It can be developed fur-
ther and lead viewers to purchase brands or products that are utilized by their 
favorite celebrities or characters. Furthermore, viewers can feel parasocially 
attached to even “badly behaved characters” since they are aware of the fact 
they are fictional. In terms of brand placement, “badly behaved characters” 
and well-behaved characters can be filmed while utilizing the same brand or 
the same product in a television series.

Parasocial Interaction and Parasocial Relationship

According to Ballentine and Martin (2005), parasocial theory is about creat-
ing one-sided connection between audiences and the media tool. Bocarnea 
and Brown (2006: 309) agree with Ballentine and Martin (2005) and claim that 
the media mediates parasocial interaction. These include news programmes, 
dramas, serials, magazines, and the Internet. According to Horton and Wohl 
(1956), an audience member does not play an important role at parasocial re-
lations as it is one-sided relationship which, a character leads the relationship, 
which is why an audience member cannot start a new relationship. Hartmann 
and Goldhoorn (2011: 1106) develop their argument in the following way: 
when an audience member is in the state of being exposed to media while a 
famous person makes an effort to make viewers feel like they are being add-
ressed in a personal level by looking at the camera, viewers can consider this 
relationship with their characters as if characters were real and it would lead 
viewers to bond with characters in a deeper way. For Bocarnea and Brown 
(2007: 309), the term ‘persona’ can be referred to wide range of celebrities, 
who are non-fictional people such as member of the cast and singers or fic-
tional characters. Bocarnea and Brown (2006: 309), claim that imaginary 
characters or non-imaginary people (i.e. celebrities), when having been in the 
public eye and subject to media mediation, become subjects for ‘attachment’ 
by the media-consuming public; this attachment is based on media mediation 
maintaining the character/celebrity presence in stories. In serial drama this 
will be the place of a character in a fictional story line. With a celebrity, who 
may also be in a serial drama, this will be a story about their actual life. The 
point Bocarnea and Brown (2006: 309) are making is that an audience member 
needs to see the character/celebrity as part of their own life-narrative and 
this is done via media mediation creating and maintaining parasocial interac-
tion with viewers. According to Kim and Kim (2018: 268), despite the fact that 
viewers know that neither characters nor narratives are actual, they perceive 
the narrative and the characters like they are real on their minds. 

It is worth discussing these interesting facts revealed by Hartmann (2016: 
132). His main argument is that many studies make the mistake of assuming 
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‘parasocial interaction’ and the term ‘parasocial relationship’ is the same, but 
they are two distinct and dissimilar notions. According to Schramm and Knoll 
(2015), agreeing with Hartmann (2016: 132), add one more point to their argu-
ment, which is their duration as it is key between them. To clarify, parasocial 
interaction represents an audience member’s engagement with characters 
during the act of subjecting to media while parasocial relationship continue to 
exist even when viewers are no longer being subject to media (Schramm and 
Knoll, 2015). For Hartmann (2016: 131-132), in parasocial interaction, viewers 
feel like they are in a state of having connected with media characters, which 
is in contrast to reality, for example, a television presenter salutes by staring 
at the television camera to give viewers get the impression that they are ad-
dressing them in a personal way but this impression cannot be accurate as 
media characters address the masses. Hartmann (2016) argues in parasocial 
relationships, formed when characters/celebrities have been in the public eye 
for some time, possibly years, viewers/members of the public may feel an at-
tachment and emotional closeness to them. 

According to Avramova et al. (2017: 684), “during narrative processing 
readers engage in (unconscious) perceptual simulation of the objects, cha-
racters, and events depicted in the story -a process which gives rise to experi-
ences that closely mirror those resulting from engaging with the real world”. 
However, this refers to readers who absorb texts. The engagement process 
with television may be different, but this point is still valid because televisual 
viewing still elicits an emotional or empathic response. Though people may 
consciously be aware that the drama is not real, viewers may be unable to 
stop having an instinctive, unconscious reaction to what happens on screen, 
promotes a product in an overt way on social media platform such as YouTube. 

The Correlation between Parasocial Relationship and Well Being 

According to Bernhold and Metzger (2018: 8), parasocial relationship may be 
useful for elderly people to lessen their anxiety levels in the case of suffering 
from severe anxiety attachment while having good interpersonal communica-
tion or anxiety attachment in a lesser degree while being bad at interpersonal 
communication. However, according to Bernhold and Metzger (2018: 9) para-
social relationship may worsen the situation and may lead elderly people to 
be more depressed in the case of suffering from severe anxiety attachment 
while suffering bad parent-child relationship because they may make an at-
tempt to fill their gap, which can be a heart-breaking indication, by creating 
parasocial relationship in a strong way with characters but they may end up 
feeling sadder. 

In another major study, Hartmann (2016: 140) has found that although pa- 
rasocial relationship can be beneficial for lonely viewers and make them feel 
content, the level and reasons of loneliness can have an impact on whether 
viewers can bond with characters in a deeper way or not. For instance, audi-
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ence, who are diagnosed with long-term loneliness because of communica-
tion problems, may have a difficulty to bond with characters but audience, 
who are diagnosed with long-term loneliness because of having a surge of 
social anxiety or in the state of being immobile, may have a strong parasocial 
relationship and fulfil their desire of being content with characters. The rea-
son for that is they can eradicate irritating consequences of the long-lasting 
desire of having a sense of belonging to a certain extent (Hartmann, 2016: 
140). On the other hand, Hartmann (2016: 138) also points out that if viewers 
attach with characters with the utmost level, it can cause a danger because 
viewers may isolate themselves from their real friends and affect their inter-
personal skills. Viewers can even be unrealistic and begin to hope for the same 
attachment from their favorite characters towards them. It can be suggested 
that this parasocial relationship has a number of serious drawbacks, which is 
why dosage of parasocial relationship is significant as while a normal dosage 
of parasocial attachment can be beneficial on viewers’ contentedness, utmost 
level of parasocial relationship can be harmful for viewers.

Maltby et al. (2005: 21, 28) have conducted a research with a group sam-
ple of 229 males and females whose ages differ from 14 to 16 residing in the 
USA, 183 males and females whose ages differ from 18 to 30 residing in the 
USA and 289 males and females whose ages differ from 22 to 60 residing in 
the USA. They found out that when having an extreme parasocial relationship 
with famous people, which is a form of worship, is linked to being unsatisfied 
with their own appearance. This relationship is exclusive to female teenagers 
and is a form of worship for intense personal factors (Maltby et al. 2005: 18). 
Famous people including models who are very slim are being praised by the 
media channels just because they are very slim and young people are affected 
by the message of the media channels and it leads especially young people, 
who are concerned about their appearance, to envy slim famous people while 
making an attempt to have a body like these celebrities, end up being sick 
such as having an eating disorder. It can be assumed that gender and age play 
an important role on this case.

Parasocial Break Up with Celebrities and Characters 
and the Death of a Celebrity or a Character

Hartmann (2016: 131) goes as far to claim that some viewers regard celebri-
ties as ‘significant’ people in their lives, expressing the same level of affection, 
as they would feel towards a close family member. There are some global ex-
amples that could give empirical input to Hartmann’s (2016: 131) claim. Ac-
cording to Cohen (2004), an audience member, who realizes that his or her 
favorite characters are going to be terminated with their roles, reacts to the 
situation in an analogous way as how he or she would react when ending re-
lationship with people who he or she knows in his or her real life. The level of 
reaction depends on the level of attachment, which audience feels for their 
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favorite characters, but Cohen (2003:192) argues that when viewers face the 
aforementioned situation, the level of sorrow that they feel towards their 
characters is not as strong as losing their real friends or their partners. Co-
hen’s finding (2004) suggests that both parasocial relationship and real life 
relationships have an analogous effect on people in the case of terminating 
relationships. When it comes to the gender difference in reaction to paraso-
cial break up, Cohen (2003: 199), has conducted a survey with a sample group 
of 381 adult males and females and 82 teenagers and argues that despite the 
fact that females may bond with characters in a Parasocial way more strongly 
when comparing them with males, there seems to be no sign of gender differ-
ence in reaction when they hear that their characters are no longer going to 
be on the programme.

In contrast to Cohen’s research (2003: 192), Cohen and Hoffner (2016: 645) 
take the loss of viewers’ favorite celebrities and public figures into considera-
tion. They argue that when a real person loses her or his life, such as Princess 
Diana or David Bowie, it affects human beings more than a fictitious character.  
They believe the level of pain when a celebrity death takes place is parallel to 
the feelings that people experience when they grieve someone they knew in 
their real lives. Cohen and Hoffner (2016: 645-646), argues that when Robin 
Williams took his own life away, people, who liked Robin Williams, used their 
social media accounts to spread awareness about topics which are related to 
the state of his mental and his physical health to find positive aspects that 
emerged from an unfavorable situation. They argue this can be a technique 
for people to accept their losses, ease their mind and deal with their pain. 
As very few people actually knew his personally or had met him in the flesh, 
why should so many people express so much public grief for a stranger? In a 
similar way, the death of Elvis Presley, Michael Jackson and George Michael 
caused a worldwide outpouring of grief from fans, much of it centering on 
their personal emotional experiences related to the artist and the perceived 
meaningfulness of the artists’ behavior and creative output to the mourner. 
Building from this, it could be surmised that the intensity of parasocial links, 
and associated emotions, may be predicated by how much an audience mem-
ber likes the public figure/character. This is a consideration among theorists 
dealing with the affective dimensions of parasocial interaction (PSI).

Parasocial Relationship with Characters who are Portrayed as
Badly or Well Behaved and its Effect on Brand Attitude

According to Schramm and Knoll (2015), even a badly behaved character can 
help brand awareness and recall as long as the product that is placed suits the 
character. For Knoll et al. (2015), whether a character is portrayed as being 
good or a badly behaved and therefore likeable or dislikeable although it is 
possible for viewers to like unpleasant characters, it does not have an impact 
on the placed product in a direct way. This exemplar exists in a Turkish film 
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called İçerde where a character, who is called Mert, acts as a corrupt police, 
drives a Fiat car while a character who is called Yusuf Müdür acts as a good 
police chief drives a Fiat car as well. In addition, several questions remain un-
answered with this example as it remains unclear whether it has an impact on 
brand attitude in a positive way or not. Dias et al. (2017) agree with Knoll et 
al. (2015) and argue that an audience member may even form parasocial re-
lationship with bad characters, for instance, despite the fact that a character 
who is represented as a murderer in the drama Dexter, an audience member 
may even form parasocial relationship plausibly with this negative charac-
ter because an audience member is aware of the fact that this character is a 
fictional character. Knoll et al. (2015) state that in the case of PSI, when the 
impact is affective (emotional), viewers engage more intensely with good be-
haved characters. Surprisingly, when it comes to the behavioral effects of PSI, 
viewers engage with good characters considerably less than bad characters. 
This would suggest that behavioral responses are more likely to be provoked 
by negative actions on the part of characters. On the other hand, when PSIs 
manifest in a cognitive sense, being a well or a badly behaved character does 
not have an impact on the rate with which people engage with characters. 
They concluded, “That affective PSI processes have an influence on brand at-
titudes”. Verhellen et al. (2013:298) argue if a famous person who is known 
to be a specialist in some aspect of life promotes a product in a covert way, 
people tend to perceive it in more negative way than a famous specialist per-
son promotes a product in an overt way in YouTube as the audience finds it 
deceptive and insincere. 

Parasocial Attachment/Communication and 
Retrospective Imaginative Involvement

According to Stever (2013: 5), when it comes to Parasocial theory, scholars 
have a tendency to distinguish between parasocial interaction and parasocial 
relationship, but there is one more category, which is parasocial attachment 
that should be taken into consideration as well. According to Cole and Leets 
(1999), the degree of attachment plays an important role regarding creating 
attachment in a parasocial way, for example while viewers, who have signs of 
anxious ambivalent personality, score the highest when it comes to attach-
ment, viewers, who have signs symptoms of avoidant personality, score the 
lowest. In the case of audience members, who are categorized as secures, they 
are in the middle, which means that they may create parasocial interaction. 
According to Hartmann (2008: 193), paracommunication can be created bet-
ween an audience member and new media characters as long as an audience 
member considers them genuine and an audience member is conscious that 
characters are inaccessible. Slater et al. (2018: 333) argue that some platforms 
such as movies or books do not allow longer period to be connected with char-
acters due to their short time period, which is why bonding with characters 
through parasocial relationship is not easy. Slater et al. (2018: 333) state when 
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this aforementioned situation happens, retrospective imaginative involve-
ment offers a better grasp of reaction of viewers to movies or books. Further-
more, in retrospective imaginative involvement, an audience member does 
not develop an imaginary relationship with characters as a close friend; they 
picture them beyond the narrative. To give an example, an audience member 
may think what circumstances would occur if the character behaved in a dif-
ferent way or a viewer could picture himself or herself as one of characters.

Soap Operas and Parasocial Theory 

Due to the nature of soap operas, which is the duration of soap operas and the 
continuity of a narrative and traits of characters, audience connect with soap 
operas over a period of time (Durak-Batıgün and Büyükşahin-Sunal, 2017: 53). 
Akıncı and Çakır (2017: 210), in a survey of 406 respondents make some ques-
tionable conclusions. The main one is that sometimes soap operas represent 
lives that viewers would like to have and it can lead viewers to elaborate on 
them (Akıncı and Çakır, 2017: 224). However, their research does show the 
role of brands in the serial drama and how placement encourages viewers to 
know particular brands. Durak-Batıgün and Büyükşahin-Sunal (2017: 54) have 
studied the effects of mental health, marriage, socioeconomic level on the 
parasocial relationship between a group of 1232 Turkish married women and 
television series characters and found out that the level of parasocial attach-
ment decreases when the level of education increases and another important 
factor in deciding the level of parasocial attachment is the financial situation, 
which means when the level of parasocial attachment decreases, the level of 
financial situation increases.  The parasocial aspect seems, according to Akıncı 
and Çakır (2017: 224), is for key characters to show and tell about a brand. 
The assumption being that this will encourage awareness and interest among 
some viewers, and possible action to own a particular brand. However, overt 
placement and characters describing the features of a brand are not, accor-
ding to Akıncı and Çakır’s (2017: 225) research popular with viewers, which 
can lead viewers see this technique as ‘pushing’ and is not something they 
find attractive. Therefore, it may be suggested that based on Akıncı and Çakır, 
(2017: 225) that if viewers see a brand being overtly promoted, they regard 
this as advertising, as pushing and not something they prefer. Durak-Batıgün 
and Büyükşahin-Sunal (2017: 54) state that Turkish married women generally 
watch local soap operas instead of international soap operas due to cultural 
consonance; for instance, Turkish soap operas are collectivist, international 
soap operas are individualist. 

According to Heider (1958), a fan imitates his or her cult figure and peo-
ple have a tendency to be fond of familiar entities. It can be assumed Turkish 
women may lean towards Turkish Celebrities or characters more than foreign 
celebrities or characters since Turkish viewers can have common culture with 
their local famous people and characters and they are more relatable to Tur-
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kish viewers. Dias et al. (2017: 128,130) have conducted a web-enabled sur-
vey with a group of 309 females and males whose ages differ from 18 and 
56 residing in Portugal and find out that since product placement has usually 
been considered as a communication tool by viewers regarding in the case of 
television series, the relationship which is created parasocially, can still exist 
amid viewers and characters who are depicted as badly behaving people in 
other words, they can be still a part of product placement method successful-
ly if viewers connect with bad characters parasocially and their perspectives 
of product placement in a general term are favorable.

The Correlation between Parasocial Theory and Brand Placement

Kim et al. (2019: 24,26) have conducted a web-based survey with a sample 
group of 344 females and males living in the USA and found out that the 
feeling of loneliness is perceived to be positively correlated with feeling sa- 
tisfied by checking out the social accounts of famous people and gaining an 
understanding of private lives of their favorite famous people. According to 
Kim et al. (2019: 21), social presence can be seen a factor that boosts view-
ers’ relationships, which is Parasocial, with their famous people and make it 
more pleasing experience for viewers. Ferchaud et al.  (2018: 91) have done 
research by using the content analysis method with a sample group of 234 
YouTube videos. Ferchaud et al. (2018: 90) state that celebrities can take ad-
vantage of technology and give viewers the feeling and impression of a mu-
tual connection such as looking at the camera in a direct way. Ferchaud et 
al. (2018: 93) continue their argument in the following way; when influencers 
such as ‘YouTubers’ talk about their private life either in a positive way or in a 
negative way, it leads viewers to consider them genuine and can lead viewers 
to create Parasocial relationship with them. For Slater et al. (2018), not only 
can an audience develop relationship, which is parasocial with talk show mod-
erators or commentators, but also an audience can have a parasocial relation-
ship with imaginary characters or non-imaginary people. 

Slater et al. (2018: 331) state that to boost the parasocial interaction, talk 
show moderators and commentators make an attempt to give the impression 
of an eye contact and feeling of being addressed in a personal level to viewers 
by glancing at the television camera. 

According to Sun and Wu (2012: 144), having Parasocial relationship with 
famous athletes is perceived to have direct relationship with watching sports 
and being in need of stimulation. Furthermore, according to Sun and Wu 
(2012: 144) creating parasocial relationship with famous athletes can be an 
advantageous for markets as their fans have a tendency to purchase products 
that are relating to them as well. 

According to Dibble and Rosaen (2011), there is a difference between pa- 
rasocial interaction and paracommunication in terms of efforts from viewers’ 
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side because viewers need to make a substantial effort to be in a state of feel-
ing that the interaction is reciprocal. According to Sokolova and Kefi (2019: 6), 
both trustworthiness and parasocial interaction play an important role when 
it comes to making a purchase of a product that is promoted by an influen-
cer via their social media accounts such as YouTube and Instagram. Parasocial 
interaction tends to carry more importance over people who fall under the 
category of Z and Y while trustworthiness carries more importance over el-
derly people and when young viewers consume influencers whose contents 
are about beauty, they do not have a tendency to consider those influenc-
ers friends; it is like a habit instead while elderly people have a tendency to 
consider those influencers friends. Surprisingly, Sokolova and Kefi (2019: 6) 
continue their argument in the following way; youngsters have a tendency 
to engage with influencers in a parasocial way and follow influencers whose 
contents are regarding beauty in a regular way provided that youngsters feel 
like of having similarities with influencers while considering those influencers 
beautiful is not an important factor. It can be assumed that having similarities 
with beauty influencers may have a more important impact on parasocial in-
teraction while finding beauty influencers beautiful does not carry an impor-
tant effect on parasocial interaction. For Lueck (2015), when viewers bond 
with famous people in a parasocial way, an audience member would like to be 
informed about life of her or his favorite famous person, that is why, this urge 
leads viewers to check out their social media accounts regularly and purchase 
brands or products that are worn or used by their favorite famous people. 
Hwang and Zhang (2018) have conducted a web-based survey on 389 Chinese 
people who check out influencers’ social media accounts and found out that 
parasocial relationship with influencers have an impact on people’s purchase 
decisions. 

According to Brown (2015), there are four different type regarding view-
ers’ connection with characters or famous people such as transportation, para-
social interaction, worshipping and identification.

Conclusion

Scholars have defined the term parasocial variously. While some scholars can 
use parasocial interaction and parasocial relationship interchangeably; some 
scholars deem that they are different notions. When it comes to parasocial 
theory, scholars and practitioners mention parasocial interaction or relation-
ship most of the time, but there is one more category, which is called para-
social attachment. Another important point is that parasocial interaction and 
parasocial relationship can be achieved from both badly or well-behaved char-
acters and both badly or good behaved characters are associated with the 
same brands or products in narratives in the case of brand placement.
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