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Introduction: Similarity between media character and viewer is an important predictor of parasocial interactions. Thereby, similarities are often limited to single characteristics or to the similarities viewers perceive between themselves and characters. This article expands the existing literature in two ways. First, the effects of actual and perceived similarity on parasocial interactions are compared. Second, similarity is understood in a broad way. With age, gender, job, relationship, and living situation are assessed for sociodemographic similarities. Psychological similarities are considered with the Big Five personality traits, loneliness, and self-esteem.

Methods: The study employs a multimethod design with a field study using tracking data, experience sampling surveys, and content analysis. With the content analysis, characters’ characteristics can be indicated independent from the viewers to assess actual similarity in a more objective way.

Results: In these everyday viewing settings, parasocial interactions increased with similarities in extraversion and perceived Big Five traits and decreased with similarities in age and consciousness. The other assessed similarity types did not influence parasocial interactions.

Discussion: Taken together, the study underlines the importance of differentiating between actual and perceived similarity when analyzing viewer PSI with media characters, and to specify the particular type of similarity.
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1 Introduction

Similarities between media characters and viewers often explain differences in the strengths of parasocial processes, for example, parasocial interactions (PSI). Parasocial interactions describe an audience member’s illusion of being in a real social interaction with a media character (Hartmann, 2023). Previous research has shown that various similarities influence parasocial interactions. For example, that viewers experience stronger PSI with characters similar in age or gender (Bui, 2017), or similarity in attitudes positively influences their PSI with influencers (Sokolova and Kefi, 2020). Given its importance, it is crucial to understand how similarity is defined in parasocial research: some studies focus only on single characteristics (Sokolova and Kefi, 2020; Greenwood et al., 2021); others on a general similarity (Su et al., 2023); and others on the similarity media users perceive toward the character (Ye et al., 2021; Stein et al., 2022). However, when focusing on single characteristics (e.g., only attitude similarity), it remains unclear if viewers focus on exactly this chosen characteristic for their feeling of similarity. For example, the role of similarity is analyzed by comparing viewers’ age with the character’s age, and the influence of this (dis)similarity on PSI is assessed, without considering other possible similar characteristics between viewer and character (Bui, 2017). When similarity is defined as “general similarity,” a variety of different approaches are used so that behind the same term, different concepts can be hidden. For example, general similarity can mean similar ideas, values, attitudes, preferences or interests (Su et al., 2023). For perceived similarity, only the viewers’ perception is considered, for example, by asking viewers how similar they perceive themselves to an influencer (Stein et al., 2022) or a spokesperson (Ye et al., 2021). Whether viewers and media characters really are similar is not taken into account. This variety in approaches to define and measure similarity makes generalizing the results difficult. Taken together, these different methodological approaches show that comparability of results for the role of similarity in parasocial research becomes more difficult. It underlines the importance of considering these definitions when interpreting the results, as behind the term “similarity,” different ideas can be covered.

Studies on social interactions show that differentiation between actual and perceived similarity is essential because they can have different effects (Montoya et al., 2008). Actual similarity is defined as the extent to which two individuals share the same characteristics. Perceived similarity describes the extent an individual perceives another person as similar (Wortman et al., 2014). Studies comparing actual and perceived similarity showed a stronger effect of perceived similarity on attraction and on liking than actual similarity (Montoya et al., 2008; Hampton et al., 2019). However, in short interactions between individuals, actual similarity was shown to be essential for the individual’s processing, such as liking or attraction (Montoya et al., 2008). These results underline the importance of differentiating actual and perceived similarity. As a lot of parasocial research derives theoretical assumptions from research about social interactions and relationships, deriving this differentiation to mediated research offers a more nuanced perspective on similarity.

In mediated settings, this distinction between actual and perceived similarity is seldomly made (for exceptions, see Cohen and Hershman-Shitrit, 2017; Webster and Campbell, 2022), and thus, forms a research gap in similarity research in the context of viewers’ PSI with media characters. Based on the research on social interactions, the effects from actual and perceived similarity should be analyzed and compared for viewer PSI with characters. Thus, this research gap is tackled. In a pre-study, the role of actual similarity between viewers and media characters for viewer PSI is tested. As research in social interactions shows that actual similarity was important for individuals’ processing of the encounter (Montoya et al., 2008), it seems worthwhile focusing on actual similarity in the mediated context. However, assessing actual similarity in these mediated settings is challenging. Viewer-perceived similarity can easily be measured by asking participants about how similar they perceive themselves to the media character. Actual similarity needs to be independent from viewers self-assessment, and requires a more objective analysis of media characters sociodemographic or psychological traits to compare them with the self-assessment of viewers.

In this study, actual and perceived similarity are assessed, and the effects of actual and perceived similarity on PSI are compared to integrate this approach of both types of similarities stemming from psychological research also in the mediated setting. Thereby, actual similarity is assessed by independent coders in a content analysis to have a more objective similarity evaluation than viewers’ self-assessment of similarity. The article’s overarching research question is:


RQ: How do actual and viewer-perceived similarities between media characters and audience members relate to parasocial interactions?
 



2 Viewers’ parasocial interactions with media characters

Media research has frequently examined how media users connect with, react to, and interact with characters they know through media exposure. Parasocial research broadly focuses on different aspects of viewers’ broad processing of a mediated encounter with a media character. Thereby, PSI describes one specific aspect, differentiating it from other concepts like parasocial relationships or viewers’ identification (Giles, 2023). PSI are restricted to media exposure and defined as an intuitive feeling of mutual awareness, attention, and adjustment with a mediated character (Hartmann, 2023). Viewer PSI is important, as parasocial interactions are crucial for enjoyment and entertainment (Klimmt et al., 2006), or viewers’ information processing and persuasive effects (Rosaen et al., 2019). When viewers interact parasocially, they experience the illusion of being in a real social interaction (Dibble et al., 2023). Due to this illusion, a lot of researchers argue with the theoretical background from social interactions and borrow concepts from social interactions research (Klimmt et al., 2006). For example, traits important in social interactions, such as loneliness, were also analyzed in PSI (Rubin et al., 1985; Lim and Kim, 2011). The influence of similarity on social interactions is adapted to the mediated settings with PSI as interactions between viewers and media characters. Following that, several studies focus on the role of similarity in PSI (Liebers and Schramm, 2019; Schramm et al., 2022). For example, a study showed that perceived similarity with a spokesperson on social media increased customer PSI, which in turn, increased their brand identification (Ye et al., 2021). In another study, similarity was shown to increase viewer PSI with a spokesperson in a public service announcement about obesity. PSI, in turn, increased their intention to adapt their diet and exercise (Phua, 2016). Thus, empirical findings show that similarity can increase PSI, which then possibly impacts other forms of viewers’ message processing like persuasion or entertainment.

PSI is a crucial concept in viewers’ processing of mediated encounters with characters. Understanding viewers’ PSI is important, as PSI has been shown to be essential to viewer entertainment experiences, to persuasion, or to viewers’ message processing (Klimmt et al., 2006; Dibble et al., 2023). Thus, exploring possible predictors of viewer PSI is important to better understand their processing of mediated encounters with characters that are prevalent in all kinds of media productions.



3 Actual and viewer-perceived similarity in parasocial interactions

Similarity is an essential predictor of the quality and quantity of social interactions, and the similarity effect is considered the most robust effect in the behavioral sciences (Layton and Insko, 1974). The similarity-attraction hypothesis describes the role of similarity in social interactions and its effects on attraction (Byrne, 1997). It was assumed that individuals sharing similar physical characteristics are generally attracted to each other and that this similarity is thus important for social interactions and relationships (Byrne, 1997). Researchers in psychology distinguish between actual and perceived similarities (Montoya et al., 2008). Actual similarity has been shown to be important for social interactions and relationships, such as accurately predicting friendship initiation and interactions (AhYun, 2002). A meta-analysis showed that actual similarity was especially important for attraction in short-term interactions, while perceived similarity was important in short-interaction and in existing relationships (Montoya et al., 2008). This underlines that differentiation is necessary, as both concepts are important in other aspects of social interactions and relationships. As in social interactions, both types of similarities are essential, it raises the question about their role in PSI.

The differentiation between actual and perceived similarity is seldom made in media research (for exceptions, see Cohen and Hershman-Shitrit, 2017; Webster and Campbell, 2022), although the assumption that similarity is essential was adapted from social interactions (Klimmt et al., 2006; Greenwood and Aldoukhov, 2023). As research in social interactions shows that actual and perceived similarity can influence different aspects of interactions, it is important to integrate this differentiation also in the mediated context, as they can possibly have different effects on PSI. Most studies analyzing similarity as a predictor of parasocial processes focus on viewer-perceived similarities (Ye et al., 2021; Jhawar et al., 2023). With this approach, it remains open if viewers only perceive them to be similar while being dissimilar. Some studies manipulate similarity based on single characteristics (Hoeken et al., 2016; Igartua and Fiuza, 2018), which approaches actual similarity. With only one similar characteristic, many other characteristics can differ.

To overcome these limitations, two adaptions are made in this study. First, the approach of actual similarity from psychological research is applied to the mediated setting as “objective” similarity. The effects of perceived and actual similarity on PSI are compared. In the study, viewers are asked about how similar they perceive themselves to media characters, and the similarity is additionally assessed in a more objective way to analyze actual similarity. Thus, the effects of both similarity types on PSI can be compared. Second, the similarity is not only limited to a single type of similarity (e.g., gender similarity), but is expanded to several similarity types covering sociodemographic and psychological similarities.



4 The role of demographic similarities in parasocial interactions

Similarity is an important predictor of viewer PSI with media characters. Often, it is analyzed viewer-perceived similarities between themselves and the character, which has been shown to increase viewer PSI in several studies, for example, with virtual influencers (Sokolova and Kefi, 2020; Su et al., 2023), with testimonials (Phua, 2016), or with characters in television (Greenwood et al., 2021). Thereby, several studies focus on demographic similarities, for example, the same gender or the same job. As demographic similarity can consist of different attributes (e.g., age, ethnicity) other studies focus on single characteristics describing a specific type of demographic similarity instead of taking all these characteristics together. For example, for shared gender (Hoffner, 1996; Bui, 2017), similarity in age (Bui, 2017), or similarity regarding ethnicity (Pan and Zeng, 2018; Fu et al., 2019), a positive influence on PSI was found. These studies show that different demographic similarities–a general demographic similarity, a perceived similarity, or specific types of demographic similarities– positively influence PSI.

Based on these studies, we expand the analysis of specific types of demographic similarities as predictors for viewer PSI. The influence of similarity in gender and age is retested, and the demographic similarity is further expanded to job, living situation, and relationship status. These additional demographic characteristics were chosen for two reasons. First, these five characteristics are generally essential characteristics for similarity (McPherson et al., 2001), and they are often used in research on parasociality (Liebers and Schramm, 2019). To our knowledge, only the characteristics themselves and their role in PSI (e.g., do singles or married people differ in their PSI?) were analyzed, and not the similarity regarding the relationship status between viewer and media character (e.g., do singles experience stronger PSI with characters also being single than with married characters).

Second, for other forms of viewers’ engagement with characters, these types of similarities were shown to be important. For example, other studies analyzed the influence of job similarity (Hoeken et al., 2016) or of living situation similarity (de Graaf, 2014) on identification. Identification–viewer adaption to a character’s perspective (Cohen, 2001)–differs from PSI, as in identification, viewers merge with the character, and while parasocially interacting, they remain aware of themselves (Dibble et al., 2023). Both concepts describe some sort of viewer engagement with characters (Brown, 2015), so it is worthwhile to retest them for PSI.

By analyzing different specific types of sociodemographic similarity with age, gender, job, living situation and relationship status, this study expands existing research that often focuses on a general sociodemographic similarity or on one single sociodemographic characteristic. Of course, the selection of sociodemographic characteristics with gender, age, job, living situation, and relationship status is non-exhaustive but covers relevant sociodemographic characteristics.


H1: Viewers with actual and viewer-perceived demographic backgrounds similar to the media character experience stronger parasocial interaction than viewers with different demographic backgrounds.
 



5 The role of psychological similarity in parasocial interactions

Besides sociodemographic factors, psychological factors are important for people’s feeling of similarity in social interactions. For example, personality similarity in the Big Five was shown to result in better initial interaction between two individuals who do not know each other than personality dissimilarity (Cuperman and Ickes, 2009). In social interactions, similarity in personality traits increases the attraction of the interaction partner (Klohnen and Luo, 2003). In a more long-term perspective, similarity in personality traits influenced the partners’ perception of their relationship quality (Gonzaga et al., 2007; Decuyper et al., 2012). These findings show that besides sociodemographics, similarities in traits like the Big Five or other psychological similarities are important in social interactions.

Even though a lot of research on PSI explains the relevance of similarity based on research in social psychology (Klimmt et al., 2006), the role of psychological similarity in mediated encounters is seldom analyzed. One of these studies differentiates between external and internal similarities, with internal similarities as a type of psychological similarity. Both types of similarities had positive effects on PSI, but the effect of internal similarity was stronger than the effect of external similarity (Fu et al., 2019). An example of similarity in a specific psychological trait analyzed with viewers and characters is a study focusing on the Big Five. It showed different effects for the similarity in the basic personality traits (John et al., 2008) and their influence on PSI (Cohen and Hershman-Shitrit, 2017).

The research on psychological similarities in social interactions and the results of the studies about psychological similarities with media characters underline the importance of psychological similarities in social and parasocial interactions. With that comes the need to consider psychological similarities for viewer PSI. In this study, three specific types of psychological similarities and their influence on viewer PSI are analyzed. The selection of the specific psychological traits is explained in the following. Of course, the selection is non-exhaustive but serves as a first step to further explore the relationship between psychological similarities and PSI.

As the first psychological trait to assess the similarity between viewers and media characters, and the influence of this similarity on PSI, the Big Five personality traits were chosen. The Big Five consists of openness, conscientiousness, extraversion, agreeableness, and neuroticism (John et al., 2008). They are basic traits used in a lot of research in psychology and in the mediated setting (John et al., 2008). The similarity in the Big Five and its effect on social interactions (Humberg et al., 2023), and in PSI (Cohen and Hershman-Shitrit, 2017) was analyzed in some studies. In the mediated setting, characters from three TV shows were used. The results showed that perceived similarity in the Big Five influenced viewer PSI in the domains of extraversion, conscientiousness, and openness (Cohen and Hershman-Shitrit, 2017). In this study, this relationship is retested with a bigger variety of media characters and with surveys directly after viewers’ media use.

The second chosen personality trait was the viewers’ and the media characters’ loneliness. Viewer’s loneliness is often analyzed in the context of PSI (Wang et al., 2008; Lim and Kim, 2011). Researchers often assumed that lonely people compensate for their lack of interpersonal contact with parasocial encounters, but negative or mixed results were found (Rubin et al., 1985; Vorderer and Knobloch, 1996). In this study, the analysis is expanded to the similarity in loneliness between viewer and character, and the role of this similarity in PSI–based on similar research for the role of loneliness similarity in social interactions (Humberg et al., 2023). For example, we want to explore if lonely people experience stronger PSI with a character portrayed as lonely than with a character portrayed as always being around other people.

Third, similarity in self-esteem was chosen as a possible predictor for PSI. Self-esteem is another characteristic examined as a predictor of parasocial processes, as it influences how people interact with others (Rosenberg, 1965). In social interactions, an individual’s self-esteem influences their behavior (Burgoon, 1976; McCroskey et al., 1977). In the mediated setting, Turner (1993) showed that viewer self-esteem influences PSI. To our knowledge, there is no research analyzing viewers’ and characters’ similarity in self-esteem on PSI. We want to explore, for example, if viewers with low self-esteem experience stronger PSI with characters also low in self-esteem than with characters with strong self-esteem.

The Big Five (Jackson et al., 2010; Tidwell et al., 2013), loneliness (Stevens and Westerhof, 2006; Mund and Johnson, 2021), and self-esteem (Erol and Orth, 2014, 2016) similarities have been examined in the context of social interactions but not in mediated encounters (Cohen and Hershman-Shitrit, 2017; Webster and Campbell, 2022). They were chosen as these psychological traits are often analyzed in parasocial research. But the similarity between viewer and characters in these traits is seldomly done in the mediated setting, offering a research gap. However, this selection of psychological similarities is not exhaustive, and other characteristics could be important as well. As we cannot derive directed hypotheses for the mediated setting, we formulated the research question:


RQ2: How do actual and viewer-perceived similarities between media characters and viewers concerning (a) the Big Five, (b) loneliness, and (c) the level of self-esteem relate to the strength of parasocial interaction?
 



6 Materials and methods


6.1 Research design and procedure

A multimethod design assessed the association between similarity for viewers, characters, and PSI. To be as close as possible to participants’ everyday media use, and avoid creating a superficial media use situation, a field study was conducted. This increases the study’s external validity. In this field study, participants’ Netflix use was tracked using a Google Chrome browser extension (Cordeiro et al., 2021). Netflix was chosen as a streaming platform, as a lot of viewers consume media content online and on-demand (Jenner, 2014). The browser extension allows combining usage tracking with survey data. When participants exit Netflix, in a pop-up window, a survey opens, and their thoughts about the previous media use can be assessed directly after watching, avoiding possible memory biases.

Possible participants received information about the study and the use of their data. After signing informed consent, participants installed the browser extension. Then, they completed a general survey that assessed demographics, Big Five, loneliness, and self-esteem. Participants only had to complete this survey once at the beginning of data collection. During the following 2 weeks—always after exiting Netflix—the participants completed a short survey. In this postsession survey, they were asked to select a character from the previously watched content. To generate variance in PSI, they were asked to indicate the participant they thought about the most. This includes liked and disliked media characters and does not limit the selection of media characters to specific types, e.g., protagonists. In each viewing session during these 2 weeks, participants could choose another media character. After indicating the name, the participants’ PSI with and their perceived similarity to this character were assessed. The study was conducted as part of a larger study.1

To assess the personality traits of the media characters independent of the study’s participants, a content analysis was conducted. Using the tracking data, information about the watched content was extracted (e.g., series and episode title) and supplemented with the name of the character in the postsession survey. Two coders analyzed the characters the participants chose following a codebook. They indicated the media characters’ age, gender, job, relationship status, living situation, Big Five personality traits, loneliness, and self-esteem. Finally, the data from the usage tracking (what content did they watch?), the postsession surveys (name of the media character, viewer PSI), and the content analysis (media character’s personality traits) were combined into one single data set. The institutional review board of the University of Fribourg approved the study design.



6.2 Pre-study

First, a pre-study was conducted to test the multimethod design to assess the association between similarity for viewers, characters, and PSI in an everyday viewing setting (for more details of the methods, see the following chapters of the main study). To do so, the use of Netflix by 80 participants between 18 and 54 years old (M = 24.11, SD = 8.86) with 69% females was tracked for 2 weeks. After each use, they answered a short survey to assess their PSI with a media character. Participants’ personality traits were assessed in a survey at the beginning of data collection. Coders assessed the media character’s personality traits in a content analysis. With these data, an objectively measured similarity could be assessed. All details of the pre-study are on OSF2.

For the pre-study, 425 sessions lasting at least 10 min were tracked. A total of 186 surveys were completed, of which, 156 were completed within the one-hour post-viewing time limit. Sixteen viewing sessions had to be excluded because participants indicated that no characters were relevant. Character choice was required to answer questions about PSI, and thus, sessions without a character had to be excluded. Finally, the data set consisted of 61 participants, with 140 viewing sessions with a selected character.

All items were measured with five-point Likert scales (1 “do not agree at all,” 5 “fully agree”). Participants’ personality traits were assessed in the survey: loneliness (M = 1.44, SD = 0.45, α = 0.82; Russell et al., 1980), self-esteem (M = 3.91, SD = 0.56, α = 0.81; Rosenberg, 1965), Big Five (Rammstedt and John, 2005): extraversion (M = 3.65, SD = 1.17), agreeableness (M = 4.28, SD = 0.77), conscientiousness (M = 4.06, SD = 0.97), neuroticism (M = 2.59, SD = 1.29), and openness (M = 3.90, SD = 1.27). In the post-session survey, viewer PSI (M = 1.21, SD = 0.43, α = 0.75) was assessed with the Experience of Parasocial Interaction scale (EPSI; Hartmann and Goldhoorn, 2011).

Characters’ sociodemographics and personality traits were assessed by two coders following a codebook (see 7.1.5 content analysis).Viewers’ loneliness (M = 2.99, SD = 1.01, α = 0.96), self-esteem (M = 3.81, SD = 0.65, α = 0.95) Big Five: extraversion (M = 3.50, SD = 1.18), agreeableness (M = 2.93, SD = 1.08), conscientiousness (M = 3.77, SD = 0.93), neuroticism (M = 2.70, SD = 1.05), and openness (M = 3.49, SD = 0.90) were assessed each in one category based on the items used in the surveys. The reliability test of 10 randomly selected cases showed satisfactory results: the averages over all items for each category are for sociodemographic α = 1, Big Five α = 0.780, loneliness α = 0.857, and self-esteem α = 0.797 (for all single items on OSF).

Based on viewers’ self-assessment in the surveys, and coders’ assessment of the characters, similarity scores were calculated. The results (see OSF for more details) showed only one significant predictor for PSI. Viewers rated as similar in extraversion experienced stronger PSI than viewers dissimilar in extraversion to the character.

The pre-study disclosed two points that needed to be considered in the main study. First, only actual similarity was analyzed. It could be assumed that actual similarity cannot create the sort of intimacy that is crucial for PSI (Klimmt et al., 2006). The interpretation was limited without information about participant-perceived similarities; thus, it is unclear whether viewers did not feel similar or felt similar despite being objectively dissimilar.

Second, the EPSI scale used was not ideal in the study setting. The scale was developed for a TV host addressing viewers through verbal or physical cues (Hartmann and Goldhoorn, 2011). In this study, participants watched content on Netflix wherever they wanted and interacted with various characters. In these self-directed viewing sessions, the PSI intensities were very low (EPSI, M = 1.21, SD = 0.43).

The use of the multimethod design was proven to be useful in the pre-study. However, the limitations of the pre-study led to the additional assessment of viewer-perceived similarity in the main study, and the use of another scale to assess viewer PSI to increase the validity of the main study.



6.3 Participants

For the main study, 100 individuals with access to Netflix were recruited at the University of Fribourg. The participants were between 18 and 38 years old (M = 23.14, SD = 4.13), with 81% identifying themselves as female, 17% as male, and 1% as nonbinary. Students (45%) and part-time employees (40%) accounted for the largest portion of the sample. Most participants (97%) were single.



6.4 Usage tracking and survey data

In total, 693 viewing sessions of 94 participants were tracked. Sessions were excluded when the survey was completed too late (>1 h after watching, n = 40), sessions lasted less than 10 min (n = 28), or viewers did not choose a character due to a lack of relevant characters (n = 203). During content analysis, additional sessions were excluded (n = 40) for several reasons, such as when the named character did not match the watched content, the character was nonspecific (e.g., “the girl”), or several characters were named (e.g., Ginny and Georgia). These exclusions resulted in a final sample of 317 sessions of 91 participants.



6.5 Measures

Unless otherwise mentioned, all items were measured using a five-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (“do not agree at all”) to 5 (“fully agree”). The full scales are on OSF.


6.5.1 Loneliness

Participant loneliness levels (M = 1.64, SD = 0.66, α = 0.88) were assessed with six items of the revised UCLA Loneliness Scale (e.g., “I feel left out”; Russell et al., 1980).



6.5.2 Self-esteem

Participant self-esteem levels (M = 3.60, SD = 0.79, α = 0.90) were measured using 10 items (e.g., “I wish I could have more respect for myself”; Rosenberg, 1965).



6.5.3 Big Five

Each participant’s personality profile was assessed using one item of the German short form of the Big Five Inventory scale for each of the five dimensions (Rammstedt and John, 2005): extraversion, (M = 3.67, SD = 1.06); agreeableness, (M = 3.26, SD = 1.06); conscientiousness, (M = 4.08, SD = 0.73); neuroticism, (M = 3.36, SD = 1.13); and openness, (M = 3.67, SD = 1.30). The use of single-item measures is common in experience sampling studies and was proven to result in valid measurements in other studies (Allen et al., 2022; Matthews et al., 2022).



6.5.4 PSIs

Viewer PSI was measured using six items from the PSI-Process scale (Schramm and Hartmann, 2008), which measures viewer PSI (M = 2.58, SD = 0.87, α = 0.72), defined as the “degree to which the individual interacts psychologically with a media character” (p. 388). The scale is applicable to a variety of media characters, and applicable also in these self-directed and everyday viewing sessions.



6.5.5 Perceived similarity

To compare perceived and actual similarity, participants were asked to indicate in the postsession survey how similar they perceived themselves to be to the character. Viewers self-assessing their similarity to the character is based on other research in parasocial research (Fu et al., 2019; Stein et al., 2022). As in these studies, only a general perceived similarity was assessed, we formulated own items for each type of perceived similarity: sociodemographic similarity (M = 1.93, SD = 1.19), Big Five (M = 2.63, SD = 1.24), loneliness (M = 2.40, SD = 1.27), and self-esteem (M = 2.81, SD = 1.22). For example, to assess viewer-perceived similarity in self-esteem, participants indicated how much the statement “Character and I are very similar in terms of our level of self-esteem” applied to them. The participants were instructed about how they can get more information about terms they might not understand (e.g., conscientiousness), and could move the mouse in the online survey on the word, and in a pop-up box a short explanation appeared to make it easier for them to answer the questions.




6.6 Content analysis

The content analysis sample was determined by the characters chosen in the 140 postsession surveys. Four further sessions were excluded because the chosen characters did not match the watched content (n = 136, e.g., a participant watched The Big Bang Theory and named James Bond in the postsession survey). Two coders assessed the chosen characters following a codebook3 and according to the state of play indicated by the watched episode. Characters evolve during a series, potentially over long periods of the characters’ lives. For example, in the first episode of Gilmore Girls, Rory is coded as a shy 16-year-old student. In the last episode of the final season, Rory is coded as an outgoing young woman starting her career.

The items from the surveys were used as categories in the content analysis. The coders rated the items’ appropriateness for the character from 1 (“not applicable at all”) to 5 (“totally applicable”). For example, they indicated whether the sentence “There are people who really understand CHARACTER” applied to assess the character’s loneliness.

For 10 randomly selected cases, intercoder reliability was calculated with Krippendorff’s alpha > = 0.667 (Krippendorff, 2004). The reliability test showed satisfactory results: the averages over all items for each category are for sociodemographic α = 0.99, Big Five α = 0.803, loneliness α = 0.816, and self-esteem α = 0.741 (more detailed on OSF).


6.6.1 Sociodemographics

Each character’s gender (male/female/non-binary), age (in 10-year increments), job (employed, unemployed, student/training), living situation (alone, with a partner, in a shared apartment, with family), and relationship status (single, married, divorced, widowed) was assessed. An additional option (“does not apply”) was eligible for all variables. For example, some fictional characters do not have ordinary jobs, and characters in prison do not match the listed living situations.



6.6.2 Loneliness

Character loneliness (M = 2.66, SD = 0.92, α = 0.94) was assessed based on six items from the UCLA Loneliness Scale (Russell et al., 1980).



6.6.3 Self-esteem

Character self-esteem (M = 3.69, SD = 98, α = 0.95) was assessed using the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (Rosenberg, 1965).



6.6.4 Big Five

Each character’s personality profile was assessed using one item of the German short form of the Big Five Inventory scale for each of the five dimensions (Rammstedt and John, 2005): extraversion (M = 3.61, SD = 1.18), agreeableness (M = 3.21, SD = 1.25), conscientiousness (M = 3.87, SD = 1.07), neuroticism (M = 2.61, SD = 1.07), and openness (M = 3.71, SD = 1.09).




6.7 Similarity between audiences and media characters

For the sociodemographic variables and the Big Five, similarity scores were calculated by adding one point if character and viewer matched (e.g., same gender) and zero points if they did not match.

For loneliness and self-esteem, similarity was calculated by subtracting the character value from the participant value for each item. The absolute values of those similarity scores were then used to build a mean index for all items (6 items for loneliness and 10 items for self-esteem). These overall similarity indices were recoded from 0 (“very dissimilar”) to 4 (“very similar”).

Adding up the different similarity scores was modeled on the procedure used in studies of actual similarity in personal interactions and relationships (e.g., Tidwell et al., 2013; van Zalk and Denissen, 2015). Both similarity scores relied on viewers rating their demographics and characteristics in the same manner as the coders who rated character demographics and characteristics. In both cases, measurement invariance exists, so we refrained from considering a score of 4 as “completely similar.” As participants’ self-assessment of their sociodemographics and personality traits were used, we refrained from calling it “actual” similarity, as the measurements are not free from subjective influences.




7 Results

Participants engaged in one to 23 viewing sessions (M = 3.98, SD = 3.95). Multilevel regressions were calculated using the R package lme4. The null models showed that PSI (ICC = 48%) depended to a significant extent on the viewing session and, thus, possibly on the characters.

To test H1, a multilevel model was calculated using demographic similarity scores (Table 1). Viewers with a similar age experienced weaker PSI (β = −0.28, SE = 0.11, p = 0.010), but viewers with a similar relationship status experienced stronger PSI (β = 0.30, SE = 0.10, p = 0.003). Similarities in gender, job, or living situation did not influence PSI. Viewers’ perceived demographic similarity also did not influence their PSI. Thus, H1 was confirmed for relationship similarity. For the other actual similarities and perceived similarity, H1 was rejected. Compared to the null model, the demographic similarities only explained R21 = 0.002 variance in PSI (Snijders and Bosker, 2012).



TABLE 1 The influence of demographic similarities on parasocial interactions.
[image: Table1]

RQ2 was tested with a multilevel model using all psychological similarities (Table 2). Regarding the Big Five similarities, different patterns emerged for the five dimensions. Viewers with actual extraversion similarity (β = 0.23, SE = 0.09, p = 0.015) experienced stronger PSI, whereas viewers with actual consciousness similarity (β = −0.20, SE = 0.08, p = 0.019) indicated lower PSI. The perceived similarity regarding the Big Five positively influenced their PSI (β = 0.08, SE = 0.04, p = 0.039). To answer RQ2, the degree to which viewers perceived themselves to be similar to the character significantly increased their PSI. Regarding actual similarity, differences emerged for the five domains, with extraversion similarity increasing PSI and consciousness similarity decreasing PSI.



TABLE 2 The influence of similarity in psychological similarities on parasocial interactions.
[image: Table2]

Regarding RQ2b for loneliness, actual similarity (β = −0.09, SE = 0.05, p = 0.092), and the perceived loneliness similarity both did not influence the degree of viewer PSI (β = −0.01, SE = 0.04, p = 0.736). The same was found for RQ2c for self-esteem. Actual assessed similarity (β = −0.01, SE = 0.07, p = 0.877) and perceived self-esteem similarity both did not influence PSI (β = 0.02, SE = 0.04, p = 0.532). Compared to the null model, the psychological similarities explained R21 = 0.04 variance in PSI (Snijders and Bosker, 2012).



8 Discussion

Similarity between viewers and media characters has been examined frequently in research on PSI (Phua, 2016; Bui, 2017). To expand this literature, this study applies an approach that differentiates actual and perceived similarity in a mediated setting (Montoya et al., 2008). Existing research often focuses on single characteristics (Sokolova and Kefi, 2020; Greenwood et al., 2021) or a general similarity (Su et al., 2023) between viewers and characters. This study broadly covered similarities by including different sociodemographic and psychological similarities. Furthermore, viewers’ media use was analyzed in everyday viewing settings, resulting in high external validity. By comparing the effects of actual similarity and perceived similarity broadens the existing literature about similarity in mediated interactions. Taken together, the results of our study underline the need to apply a nuanced approach to analyses of similarity by differentiating between similarity types (e.g., sociodemographic, psychological) and between the similarities viewers perceive and actual similarities to better cover the concept of similarity.

For viewers’ similarity with the media characters, their perceived demographic similarity did not influence PSI. However, actual relationship similarity increased PSI, whereas actual age similarity decreased it. This contradicts another study that found a positive effect between age similarity and viewer PSI with their favorite celebrities (Bui, 2017). In our study, viewers indicated their PSI with mostly fictional characters on Netflix. It is possible that age and sociodemographic similarities are less important with fictional characters than with real people (Hartmann and Hofer, 2021). Overall, these findings challenge existing literature, as mostly, similar demographic background did not increase viewer PSI in these everyday viewing settings. Possibly, in everyday self-directed viewing sessions, similarity is less important for viewer PSI than, for example, in a single exposure situation with a public service announcement.

Several studies on social interactions (Klohnen and Luo, 2003; Cuperman and Ickes, 2009) and one study on mediated encounters (Fu et al., 2019) showed the importance of psychological similarity. This assumption was retested in the mediated setting. For the Big Five, actual similar viewers in extraversion experienced stronger PSI. In the context of mostly fictional Netflix content, character extraversion might be prevalent. As a result, this personality trait is obvious to the viewers, and similarity in extraversion, thus, relevant for viewer PSI. Viewers similar in consciousness indicated lower PSI, which might mean that viewers with high consciousness like to engage with dissimilar characters to escape from their familiar everyday lives.

Regarding loneliness and self-esteem similarity, no effect of actual and perceived similarity was found. In social interactions, the positive effect of psychological similarity on interactions was mainly proven in hypothetical settings (Montoya et al., 2008). In real-life social interactions, several studies do not find evidence for an influence of psychological similarity on social interactions (Luo and Zhang, 2009; Asendorpf et al., 2011; Tidwell et al., 2013). Viewers’ interactions with characters come closer to hypothetical interactions, as they are one-sided and take place in a limited setting (Hartmann and Goldhoorn, 2011), aligning with these results of social interactions.

By comparing the actual and perceived similarities between viewers and characters, this study expands the existing literature. Only perceived Big Five similarities positively influenced viewer PSI. This result aligns with existing findings in the mediated settings (Cohen and Hershman-Shitrit, 2017). The additionally analyzed perceived similarities in sociodemographics, loneliness, and self-esteem did not influence PSI. One explanation is that perceived similarity was important in existing relationships of individuals, whereas actual similarity was only important in short-term interactions (Montoya et al., 2008). Following this reasoning, perceived similarity would be essential for parasocial relationships–viewers’ long-term psychological involvement with a character (Dibble et al., 2023)–but not for the short-term oriented PSI (Hartmann, 2023).

It is important to also consider the relationship between actual and perceived similarity. Cohen and Hershman-Shitrit (2017) showed that these two measurements can differ, and so do their effects. Therefore, the measurement of both types of similarity is essential. The items to assess viewer-perceived similarity were based on other studies in parasocial research (e.g., Fu et al., 2019; Stein et al., 2022) but adapted to the specific types of similarity assessed in this study, e.g., demographic or loneliness similarity. These author-developed items are somehow limited, as in one item, several comparisons are covered. For example, viewers indicated in only one item if they perceive themselves to be similar to the character regarding the personality traits that cover openness, extraversion, neuroticism, agreeableness, and conscientiousness. If viewers perceive themselves as similar in extraversion but not in openness, it is hard to answer this item, and the validity of the measurement can be questioned. Thus, the lack of influence of viewer-perceived similarity on parasocial interactions needs to be interpreted with caution. It is possible that the measurement used in the study was not able to capture viewers’ feelings of similarity, and thus, the lack of significant findings represents an inadequate measurement rather than a lack of influence. In future studies, it would be important to improve this similarity measurement. For example, by letting viewer evaluate their perceived similarity in the Big Five for each of the five dimensions separately.

Taken together, this study adds to the existing literature in several ways. First, it provides new empirical findings for the relationship between actual and perceived similarity and their influence on PSI. The assessment of both types of similarities follows the approach of research in social interactions in the mediated setting. Second, the different results for similarity in the Big Five confirm existing results (Cohen and Hershman-Shitrit, 2017) and underline that only actual similarity increases viewer PSI but not perceived similarity. This finding challenges other studies’ findings that only focused on viewer-perceived similarity and concluded that similarity is unimportant for PSI. Our study’s result can provide an explanation for different findings when experimentally creating an actual similarity (e.g., by choosing a protagonist with the same gender) or when asking viewers about their perceived similarity.

The findings suggest some adaptions in future research about similarity in mediated interactions between viewers and media characters. In future studies, it should be either clearly labeled what type of similarity is assessed (actual vs. perceived). To see if both types of similarity have the same effects on interactions as shown in research about social interactions (Montoya et al., 2008), both types of similarity should be assessed, and their effects on PSI compared in different mediated settings, for example, with influencers on social media, celebrities in television, or fictional characters in entertainment productions. Thereby, it could be analyzed if this differentiation is important for all interactions or only for specific settings (e.g., social media, television), or only with specific media characters (e.g., real celebrities, fictional characters). For parasocial research overall, future studies about the actual and perceived similarity between viewers and media characters could advance the understanding of how and why viewers interact parasocially with different types of characters in various mediated settings.


8.1 Limitations

This study has some limitations. First, actual similarity measurement was not protected against subjective influences because viewer personality traits were collected by self-assessment. If participants did not want to identify as lonely, they might have adapted their self-assessment. Another concern is that participant loneliness and self-esteem were measured only at the beginning of the 2 weeks of data collection. Future studies might consider assessing viewer states of loneliness and self-esteem at each viewing situation.

Second, this study limited similarity measurements to a non-exhaustive set of characteristics: sociodemographics, the Big Five, loneliness, and self-esteem. Other factors might have been more critical to viewer similarity evaluations than the analyzed characteristics. An individual may share similar physical characteristics with a character but have different values, which might be more relevant to viewer similarity perceptions. The power of media often lies in its ability to create empathy for characters who have experiences that are different from those of viewers (Wong et al., 2017). Individuals are multifaceted, and similarity as a measure might be an oversimplification.

Third, the watched content was not considered. Participants were free to watch whatever, and however much they wanted. This advantage, in terms of external validity, resulted in participants watching various genres. We did not control for genres, usage situations, or attention. Depending on that, different characteristics of the characters might have been prevalent. In a legal drama, moral similarity might be more relevant than in a comedy show. In this study’s entertainment context, actual similarity was not important for viewer PSI; however, it might be important in other media types (e.g., news reports).

Fourth, only the viewing sessions of participants who filled in the postsession survey were included in the analysis. This was necessary to gather data about the chosen characters. This resulted in a relatively small sample size, and with that, a rather low power to detect the proposed effects. This rather low power is important to keep in mind when interpreting the null effects of this study. Post-hoc power analyses following Scherbaum and Ferreter (2009) showed that, in general in a multilevel regression, for 100 participants with, on average, three viewing sessions during 2 weeks, a medium effect (d = 0.30) with a medium variance (ρ = 0.1) would result in a power of 0.66 for this study. To achieve sufficient power (> 0.80) in future studies with a comparable design, either 140 participants would be needed, or the use of 90 participants would need to be tracked for 4 weeks (more details on this issue can be found on OSF). Additionally, in our study, we might have lost data about intense viewing sessions, as intense viewing might have caused viewers to fail to complete the survey because they were too distracted. A more extended period of tracking data would facilitate an analysis of development over time. For example, a viewer’s Netflix use might be tracked when a new season of a show featuring their favorite character is released to analyze their PSI after each new episode they watch. Accordingly, the role of similarity might be considered in repeated PSI with the same character (Gleich, 1996).



8.2 Conclusion

This study contributes to the existing literature about the role of similarity in viewer PSI in several ways. First, in this mediated setting, the study distinguished between actual and subjective similarity, which research on social interactions has deemed important (Montoya et al., 2008). Second, the study analyzed the role of similarity in the context of viewers’ everyday media use through a field study that combined tracking and survey data. Third, similarities were analyzed from a broad perspective, including different demographic and psychological similarities. In everyday viewing situations, viewer PSI increased with extraversion similarity and perceived personality trait similarity but decreased with age and consciousness similarities. The other actual and perceived similarity types did not influence viewer PSI. Future studies should specify which type of similarity is being analyzed and in which way similarity is assessed, respecting the difference between actual and subjective measures.
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