
 

Fandom 
 
Why do we care what happens to people we don’t know? How universal is 
the practice of being a fan? How consciously do we choose to become a 
fan? Why do we value fandom and parasocial relationships? 

 

In 2023, a lot of Americans learned the term 
“parasocial relationship,” thanks to trendy coverage 
by TIME, The Atlantic, Forbes, and others. But the 
term was actually coined in the 1956 psychology 
paper, “Mass Communication and Para-Social 
Interaction: Observations on Intimacy at a 
Distance.” The paper was written in response to the 
advent of television, which brought famous people 
and fictional people right into your living room—
right into your life—in a way that had never 
happened before. The authors noted that 
“television, and the movies…give the illusion of a 
face-to-face relationship with the performer,” or 
with “a character in a story,” or with “quizmasters, 
announcers… [and other] ‘personalities’ whose 
existence is a function of the media themselves.”  

In examining this phenomenon and contrasting 
“para-social” with “ortho-social” (traditional) 
interactions, the authors helped frame studies of 
human behavior and consumer behavior that 
continue today.   

In short, a parasocial relationship is a one-sided relationship that a person has with a celebrity 
or fictional character. And parasocial interactions are the non-reciprocal experiences that 
compose that relationship. Notably, fandom is a parasocial relationship, but the bonding that 
occurs among fellow fans is not. 

The 2023 articles linked above are focused on parasocial relationships within today’s internet 
culture. And, understandably, they address today’s generalized unease about whether our 
digital lives are supplanting our “real” lives, and whether that’s okay or not.  

But fandom is not a new phenomenon. It wasn’t created by the internet. It wasn’t created by 
TV, or newspapers. There are timeless forces driving what we call fandom—humans seeking 
belonging, companionship, and personal identity. Declared allegiances have always 
helped people define “us” and “them,” which seems an inevitable part of human society. 

https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwjT4unp0ZKEAxXQkmoFHfASCrcQFnoECD0QAQ&url=https%3A%2F%2Ftime.com%2F6294226%2Fparasocial-relationships-benefits%2F&usg=AOvVaw1Yex1k6G-LVl_jXgYNSKPa&opi=89978449
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwjT4unp0ZKEAxXQkmoFHfASCrcQFnoECDUQAQ&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.theatlantic.com%2Ffamily%2Farchive%2F2023%2F04%2Fparasocial-relationships-imaginary-connections-fans-celebrities%2F673645%2F&usg=AOvVaw35z2gmB3DAkxzg2x7fFTFS&opi=89978449
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwjT4unp0ZKEAxXQkmoFHfASCrcQFnoECCgQAQ&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.forbes.com%2Fhealth%2Fdating%2Fparasocial-relationships%2F&usg=AOvVaw1W6D0m2WjT8HMHaB2ZnQLq&opi=89978449
http://visual-memory.co.uk/daniel/Documents/short/horton_and_wohl_1956.html?LMCL=Hj34U8


  

  
Individualistic (Western) cultures vs. 
collectivist (Eastern) cultures: How 
does fandom change? 

Is fandom something that people 
grow out of?  

Do some demographics value 
fandom more than others?  

  

 

How consciously do we 
choose to become a fan?  

Do we ascribe different 
value to being a fan of an 
athlete, a celebrity, a 
fictional character?  

Is our allegiance always 
related to admiration—or 
can we be a fan of a villain? 

  

Stephen Dubner, host of Freakonomics podcast, 
on why we like sports: 

Parasocial relationships can impact behavior, 
including overcoming our optimism bias 

Consider: 



Many psychology papers examine the “Celebrity Worship Scale,” or “Celebrity Attitude Scale.” 
One version of such scale is presented below: 

 


