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Abstract. This paper studies the possibilities of using high-quality sociological methods — focus 
groups and in-depth interviews — to analyze parasocial relationships. The author relies on the 
definition of parasocial relations, introduced by the American scientists D. Horton and R.R. Wohl. 
A secondary analysis of the data of several series of sociological studies conducted in the Siberian 
Federal District and a number of other regions of Russia served as the empirical base of the work. The 
concept of parasocial relations complements and expands the widespread notion of social relations, 
adopted and shared in sociological science. The key feature of parasocial relations in this work is the 
actual breakdown of social exchange relations, thus, the author attempts to separate the concept of 
parasocial relations and parasocial interactions. This article analyzes the main features of parasocial 
relationships, as well as the indices, which allow determining parasocial relationships using high-qual-
ity methods of sociological research. One of the key features of parasocial attitudes in the context of 
the perception of political power is the lack of an exchange component characteristic of the classical 
concept of social relations. An important feature of the attitude to power as a parasocial attitude is the 
emotional charge of such behavior, which is a significant motivator of political (including electoral) 
behavior. The third significant feature that characterizes the discussed relationships and interactions 
as parasocial is ambivalence, the tradition of which includes a large number of not only sociological, 
but also psychological and philosophical works. The author of the article substantiates the use of such 
an extensive layer of sociological material as the study of attitudes to power, as a basis for the study of 
parasocial relations. The article postulates that emotional processes play a key role in understanding 
such a class of phenomena as parasocial relationships or parasocial interactions. The author colludes 
that the further analysis of parasocial relations in various aspects of modern public life is promising.
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PROBLEM DEFINITION

Parasocial Relationships are a fairly new area of social research. This area is inter-
disciplinary — Parasocial Relationships were first studied by Psychology, but this 
area receives further research in Sociology and Social Philosophy.

The purpose of this article is to see if classical sociological methods can be po-
tentially used to study Parasocial Relationships.

The empirical background for the main findings of this article consists mainly 
of electoral behavior issues studied by the author in the period from 2002 to 2016. 
These studies differed in their aims and objectives. Nevertheless, within each study, 
there was a section aimed at assessing the attitude of Russian citizens to authorities 
at various levels and to election procedures.

This attitude is the object of the present research. The subject of the research is 
the emotional component in the Parasocial Relationships.

The idea of Social Relations should be the key notion in the definition of Para-
social Relationships. The basis for any Social Relations is the idea of Social Ex-
change. The fundamental principle of Social Exchange has been convincingly 
proved by a number of sociologists from A. Comte and E. Durkheim to G. Homans, 
the author of the original Exchange Theory.

E. Durkheim saw the division of labor as the basis of Social Exchange and the 
reason for social solidarity: 

“Although A. Comte noted that the division of labor is a source of solidarity, he 
apparently did not notice that this is the sui generis solidarity, which is gradu-
ally overtaking the solidarity of social similarities. That is why, seeing the latter 
disappear where functions were specialized, he considered their disappearance 
painful and threatening to social communication, stemming from their being 
over specialized, and thus he explained the facts of discoordination that some-
times accompanied the development of the division of labor. But, since we have 
established that the weakening collective consciousness is normal, we cannot 
make it the cause of the abnormal facts under study. If in some cases organic 
solidarity is not all that it should be, then this, of course, is not because mechan-
ical solidarity has lost ground, but because all the conditions for the former have 
not yet come into force” [2, p. 316].

According to E. Durkheim, solidarity based on the division of labor substitutes 
is the one based on social similarity. Developing this point of view, G. Homans 
wrote: 

“Social Behavior is an exchange of goods, material goods, but also non-mate-
rial ones, such as the symbols of approval or prestige. Persons that give much 
to others try to get much from them, and persons that get much from others are 
under pressure to give much to them. This influence tends to maintain equilib-
rium or balance between exchanges. What a person participating in an exchange 
gives may be a value to him, just as what he receives may be a reward for him, 
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and his behavior changes to a lesser extent if the benefit, i.e., remuneration mi-
nus value, preserves the maximum value” [3, p. 90].

Parasocial Relationships are devoid of this exchange. The concept of Parasocial 
Relationships was introduced by D. Horton and R. R. Wohl in the work Mass com-
munication and parasocial interaction [5]. Parasocial Relationships were initially 
understood by them as the relationships experienced by an audience in their me-
diated encounters with performers in the mass media, particularly on television 
(for example, a character of a television series).

D. Horton and R. R. Wohl defined Parasocial Interactions as: “the illusion 
of a close relationship with a performer”. Currently, there is a tendency to sep-
arate Parasocial Interaction (PSI) and Parasocial Relationship (PSR), where 
PSI is a kind of personal or illusionary experience, and PSR is a more complex 
phenomenon, often including cognitive, affective and conative components. 
This is indicated, in particular, by H. Schramm and T. Hartmann in the work 
devoted to the measurement and evaluation of Parasocial Relationships using 
a special type of scales [12]. A similar point of view is also shared by J. Dibble 
and S. Rosaen [1].

It should be noted that, despite the initial connection mainly with television, the 
concept of Parasocial Relationships and Parasocial Interactions began to be wide-
ly used to explain interactions in social networks (See, for example, the works of 
L. Rasmussen et al. [10, 14])

Parasocial Relationships are a kind of “relationship without exchange”. Watch-
ing TV shows, as well as the consumption of any other media products, is an ex-
clusively unilateral process. The activity of the viewer is limited by the programs 
a particular service provider offers. The matter is that no classical Social Exchange 
between a viewer and a host of a show is possible.

The fact that there is some “relationship” between a viewer and a character is 
not in doubt, but the definition of this relationship needs further clarification. It can 
be argued that this relationship, despite the absence of Social Exchange, is never-
theless vividly experienced by a viewer. A consumer of media products experienc-
es emotions, he seeks to share these emotions with others, and such experiences 
are often recorded as peak.

It is the emotional charge of such relationships that allows us to consider them 
as significant. In addition, such experiences are social in nature, and that is why 
they can be included in the sphere of interests of not only social psychology, but 
also sociology, especially the sociology of emotions.

A similar approach was used, in particular, by D. Hopkins in Theorizing Emo-
tions: Sociological Explorations and Applications [4]. D. Hopkins’ approach is 
distinguished by continuity; it traces the general ideas of sociological study of 
emotional processes from E. Durkheim and G. Simmel to modern authors, includ-
ing the works devoted to the theory of Parasocial Relations.
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Here we should look at two points that are extremely important for the goals and 

objectives of our study. First, emotional processes are the subject of Sociology. 
Secondly, emotional experiences are the attribute of Parasocial Relationships, ac-
cording to which we distinguish them from social reality, and also form them as a 
separate class of relationships. This does not mean that the emotional component 
is not inherent in traditional Social Relations, but Parasocial Relationships are in 
fact completely devoid of the Social Exchange which is characteristic for Social 
Relations.

There are several features of the emotional experiences that accompany Paraso-
cial Relationships. First, they are quite intense. Second, they are associated with 
the maximum distance between the subject and the object of experience: the subject 
experiencing some relationship, and the object of the experience, are literally placed 
in different spaces.

It is these features, along with the absence of the Social Exchange, that we will 
use as indicators to define the relationships as Parasocial. Similar scales are used 
in the work of H. Schramm and T. Hartmann [12], where the mentioned features 
are the criteria for the analysis of initially weakly structured material. We assume 
that similar relationships in modern Russian society are the relationships with 
authorities.

METHOD 
The empirical basis of this study is the data obtained during a series of focus 
groups conducted in various regions of the Siberian Federal District from 2007 
to 2019.

The aim of the research was to assess the socio-political situation in various 
regions of Russia in the context of both regional and national elections. All 
focus groups were conducted using symmetrical sampling to minimize group 
effects, each group comprised of 8 to 10 people. The respondents were also 
subject to additional requirements regarding participation in the elections, but 
these requirements applied to all groups in general.

The results of the studies conducted in different years are compared on the 
basis of focus guide blocks, common in all the series. The block is based on 
the method of pair comparisons and relates to the respondents’ relationships 
with the federal and regional authorities, candidates and electoral associations. 
Empirically, the block was a pair of comparisons of candidates or parties men-
tioned by the respondents during the focus group, and it clarified the differ-
ences that characterize the candidates and electoral associations, according to 
the respondents.

The presented results reflect generalized trends, common for all focus 
groups. Quotes from the discussions are also common for various focus groups 
and reproduce the characteristic patterns that took place during the discussion.
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RESULTS

It should be first stressed that authorities are perceived as quite remote. Moreover, 
this remoteness is not only spatial, but also instrumental. When describing author-
ities, the respondents use the following phrases:

“There, in Moscow”;
“It’s them, there”;
“In Moscow, everything is decided”.

The given phrases are widespread and characteristic; the respondents use them 
when describing the actions of not only federal, but also regional authorities. Any 
appeals to local, regional peculiarities are not supported by the respondents. Thus, 
the first feature of Parasocial Relationships — the spatial remoteness of the subject 
and the object — can be accurately stated.

Next, we should turn to the emotional component of these relationships. It should 
be noted that there is no emotional attitude to authority as such. In the framework 
of the study, you can state the emotional attitude towards individuals. The respond-
ents define persons through their personal characteristics but not through their 
actions/deeds. In most cases, the respondents cannot say which candidate for an 
elected post is better.

Nevertheless, stating the remoteness of the subject and the object of experi-
ence along with the emotional attitude is not enough to determine the relation-
ships as Parasocial. The absence of Social Exchange should be stated. The 
starting point in this analysis will be the distance between the subject and the 
object of experience.

The majority of Russian voters perceive the political situation, separating the 
media context from the real-life context. The media context does not correlate with 
the real-life situation.

This becomes especially clear in the study of the motives for voting in local 
legislative and executive elections. In the study of electoral behavior, the separation 
of the actual voting motives and the general assessment of the need for elections 
is especially visible. Here are some extracts:

Moderator: Who will you vote for in the upcoming elections to the Deputy Council?
Respondent 01: For N.
Respondent 02: For M.
<group discussion>
Moderator: Why?
Respondent 07 (smiles): Well, it seems to me (pause), that is a good person.
Moderator: Are you therefore going to vote for him?
Respondent 07: No (pause), well, on the other hand, we don’t know who to vote for ...
Moderator: Why?
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Respondent 03 (tone raised): But what’s the point of voting for them?! Nothing is 

changing. We used to vote, and what’s the point? A new one comes and it happens all 
over again.

Moderator: And who will you vote for?
Respondent 03 (pause): Well, probably for M, too.
Or maybe I won’t go, I haven’t decided yet.

Voters are ready to vote (or not to vote) for a particular candidate, solely eval-
uating him in the framework of the construct “good man — bad man”. But, re-
gardless of the declared motive for voting and the place of the candidate at one 
of the poles of this construct, voters admit that the voting itself will not affect 
their life.

If the voter comes to the polling station, then the decision is made precisely 
within the “bad — good” construct, on the grounds of the basic emotional assess-
ment. But outside of this situation, the voter lacks a goal and motive associated 
with the implementation of electoral behavior.

DISCUSSION
Thus, the analysis of the given characteristic patterns of the respondents’ be-
havior during focus groups allows us to highlight several significant aspects of 
the Parasocial Relationships that we recorded.

The first feature recorded in the discussion is the remoteness of authorities 
from the respondents’ real-life situation. When discussing, regardless of the 
emotional attitude, the authorities as “they” are always opposed to the local 
population (“we”). This opposition gives rise to some conflict, which, appar-
ently, may be the basis of emotional experience.

The emotional component itself, in spite of its evaluative nature, is not ac-
tually associated with behavior. Authorities are assessed positively or negative-
ly not due to any actions that significantly affect the respondents’ real life. The 
emotional assessment of authorities, regardless of the modality of the assess-
ment, is separated from the actions of the authorities or any changes associat-
ed with such actions. Literally, it looks like this: despite the fact that the re-
spondents assess the authorities as “good” or “bad”, the respondents cannot 
give the reasons for their assessment. Thus, the emotional component does not 
motivate their behavior.

Another feature of the emotional component of Parasocial Relationships, 
which is worth noting within the problems under discussion, is the ambivalence 
of the emotional component of Parasocial Relationships. When describing the 
election procedure, the respondents in a number of our studies were quite good 
at combining two types of emotional assessment: on the one hand, they de-
scribed the election procedures as “civic duty” and insist on their necessity, on 
the other hand, they say that the elections are “a waste of public money”, and 
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therefore their implementation is devoid of any meaning. It should be noted 
that the ambivalence inherent in emotional relationships in Russian society is 
widely studied in sociology. In particular, it is studied in the works by V. G. 
Nemirovsky and the coauthors, devoted to the analysis of the emotional aspects 
of relationships taking place in modern Russian society [7, p. 49-66, 6], and 
others.

Similarly, many researchers interpret political behavior. It is studied in the 
works by Zh. T. Toshchenko [13] and V. O. Rukavishnikov [11], describing 
political behavior in a wide social context. A detailed analysis of political be-
havior was also undertaken in a number of PhD dissertations [8, 9].

Thus, Parasocial Relationships in political process is characterized by sev-
eral features. First, it is devoid of the Social Exchange, namely, no political 
action has any impact on the respondent’s real-life situation. Second, his be-
havior is extremely emotionally charged, and emotions become the cause of 
action. Voting takes place regardless of the results or the desire for such results, 
but because a candidate evokes positive emotions. Third, the emotional attitude 
in elections is characterized by ambivalence.

Emotional processes play a key role in understanding Parasocial Relation-
ships or Parasocial Interactions. Their study allowed us to make a number of 
key conclusions, given below.

CONCLUSION
While studying Parasocial Relationships, it is advisable to use the traditional soci-
ology concept of Social Exchange as a fundamental feature of Social Relations. 
According to a number of authors, Parasocial Relationships lack Social Exchange. 
They are based primarily on emotional processes.

Two types of phenomena should be distinguished: Parasocial Interactions as a 
narrower, micro-sociological context of the theory of Social Relations, and Para-
social Relationships, as a macro-sociological context.

In modern Russian society, one of the grounds for Parasocial Relationships is 
political and electoral relations. The interactions between voters and authorities 
lack the Social Exchange, they are related to emotional assessments, and charac-
terized by the ambivalence inherent in emotional processes.

Parasocial Relationships can be studied through high-quality sociological meth-
ods, which can be based on PSI scales developed in Western media sociology. 
Nevertheless, these scales require special adaptation and refinement.

It seems very promising to assess the possibilities of developing quantitative 
methods for analyzing Parasocial Relationships in other aspects of modern social 
life, except for political and electoral relations.
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