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Horton and Wohl's concept of parasocial interaction
“The term ‘parasocial interaction’ was coined to describe one-sided relations in which one party knows a great deal about the other but the relationship is not reciprocal.” (Ashe & McCutcheon 2001 pg 125) Parasocial interaction was coined by Donald Horton and R. Richard Wohl in 1956 in what seems like an attempt to address some of the ‘new media’ that was rapidly developing around that time, specifically television, but more so to attempt to outline some of the audience behaviour being noticed. What I will attempt to do in this essay is two things. Firstly I shall attempt to outline Horton and Wohl’s 1956 concept of parasocial interaction. Secondly, as 1956 is a very long time ago in television terms, I will try to discuss it using some more recent studies and essays on the subject, in the hope of stating whether parasocial interaction is still a valid theory now, almost 50 years on from when it was first investigated.
With the dawn of television in the 50’s came a new experience for audiences; the ability to have a face accompany the voice that radio provided. Thus a new television genre was created; that of the chat show. Horton and Wohl focus very closely on this throughout their work, largely ignoring the dramatic text because, what they call a striking characteristic, is the illusion of the face to face relationship shared between an audience and the performer (or host). It was this face to face relationship that they labelled a ‘parasocial relationship. Horton and Wohl claimed that during viewing, the subject will make various gestures or signals which will encourage interaction from the audience. Through this the audience is brought into the programme and is allowed to participate, albeit ambiguously. “Some individuals reported verbally responding to television personalities’ greetings and acknowledging the end of the program as one might acknowledge the end of a social visit (e.g. saying ‘good night’).” (Levy 1979 in McCourt & Fitzpatrick 2001) The performer is able to alter his behaviour on screen to gain different responses from the audience, the more he does to address the audience, the more they interact. “This simulacrum of conversational give and take may be called parasocial interaction.” (Horton and Wohl 1956 pg 215)  
What Horton and Wohl have outlined here seems very definitive; this IS what the audience will do when presented with something. However, this is not what they mean. They continue by saying that the spectator is in no way obliged to accept this relationship. They can quite freely opt out of the ‘bond’ at any moment, just as they could in any ‘real-life’ interaction. What is key, however, to a parasocial interaction is the one-sidedness of it. The audience can certainly decide with which television star they gain relate but this relationship is “one-sided, nondialectical, controlled by the performer, and not susceptible of mutual development.” (Horton and Wohl 1956 pg 215) What this means is that the audience has no control over the other half of their relationship; the performer could alter impressions and opinions as quickly as it took to tell an offensive joke. There is also no contact between the two sides in the parasocial interaction. Obviously it is possible to contact a television star, or even the people who make the programme, but, claim Horton and Wohl, this communication lies outside the parasocial and if the viewer finds the relationship to their disliking, the only thing they can do is to stop watching the programme or star, this ending the relationship. 
As mentioned above, Horton and Wohl remain close to the ‘personality’ programme throughout their essay, ignoring fiction and surprisingly soaps, focussing on quiz masters and interviewers, claiming that these are the stars who attract the largest numbers in parasocial interaction because they exist only for an audience. Of course, all television programmes exist solely for an audience, but a drama can still be viewed without parasocial tendencies. An interview cannot do this, because without the audience it could be done over a drink simply between the host and his guest. It is the audience that makes these ‘personae’ stars and their shows popular.

Horton and Wohl proceed by attempting to define the role of a persona, and exactly how it is they who encourage parasocial interaction on what can be safely called a huge scale. These personae can, according to Horton and Wohl, create intimacy with literally thousands of strangers and this intimacy is hugely influential for the specific audience (which the persona chooses, depending on how they present their show). For the audience, the persona they share an hour with each night is known to them in the same way they might know their close friends, “through direct observation and interpretation of his appearance, his gestures and voice…[the] audience are invited…to consider that they are involved in a face to face exchange, rather than in passive observation.” (Horton and Wohl 1956 pg 216) To go even further into the bond shared by persona and viewer, Horton and Wohl suggest that the persona is to be depended on and is integrated into the lives of his audience. Their audience share in their private life, allowing even more meaning to be added to the interaction. This is surely magnified now, with the tabloids’ relentless search for gossip and even ‘dirt’, adding new, but not always welcome meaning to their relationship with the performer. It comes to a stage where the viewer feels that they ‘know’ the star. A good example of this, although there are hundreds, is on ‘Billy Connolly’s World Tour of Australia’. When the general public approach Billy, they do not refer to him as ‘Mr Connolly’ but as Billy, and the fact that they feel comfortable approaching someone who sees them as a stranger seems to never enter their minds. This supports very much so Horton and Wohl’s idea that the viewers feel they ‘know’ they persona like a friend. 
However, what the audience are actually experiencing is an illusion. They do not actually know the man or woman they are watching on TV, only the on-screen character that the persona is displaying. Can it really be expected that the two are exactly the same? Is Anne Robinson really a ‘mega-bitch’? No, of course not, but the illusion will override any logic applied to the relationship.  Horton and Wohl continue to detail how this illusion could be, and is, created. Firstly a maximised effort by the persona to create the ‘face to face environment; secondly, maintaining a large amount of small talk with his audience, as a friend would to another friend; thirdly, the blurring of the divide between his show/performance and the true formality of the studio they are in by treating his supporting cast as intimates. David Letterman is perfect in his execution of this, constantly talking to the band he has, allowing them to comment or even to make jokes. Finally, the star will usually try to mix with the studio audience, again blurring the line between a show directed at them, and an informal gathering of friends. (Graham Norton does this at the start of every show, embarrassing one member of the studio audience so that he can join collectively with the rest of the studio audience and the audience ‘at home’ in ridiculing them and laughing at them. As Horton and Wohl point out, these are all methods of increasing the level of intimacy between the audience and the persona, thus greatly increasing the parasocial interaction. (pg 217-218) 
In the section called ‘The role of the audience’ (pg 218), Horton and Wohl make, in my opinion a very weak assumption. They are discussing the difference between drama shows and the personality shows in terms of the amount of identification with the persona or characters. They state that the personality show offers easy identification but in drama shows “it is possible that the spectator’s collaborative expectancy’ may assume the more profound form of identification with one or more of the performers. But such identification can hardly be more that intermittent.” (Horton and Wohl 1956 pg 218) They justify this by stating that the talk show host can maintain the ‘one-on-one’ style throughout without requiring a breach of the aesthetics created in a drama but here, I think Horton and Wohl are almost making their dialogue fit their argument, instead of actually considering the drama programme as something that can offer large levels of identification. The dismissive nature of that statement is not in keeping with the style of their writing. They are now not just arguing about parasocial interaction but about identification with characters and thus they run into real problems. Although in 1956, this may have been more applicable, today it simply falls down. Regardless of the placing of the on-screen character in any of today’s soap operas, can it really be assumed that more identification is made with a man in a studio than characters in real-life settings, filmed to the limits of realism, almost certainly detailing experiences that a huge percentage of the audience have experienced themselves? To answer this properly would take a major study in comparisons between chat show hosts and soap stars, which I neither have nor am able to undertake, but surely their assumption here is completely ungrounded, and whether they are correct or not, it is a mere assumption and thus loses credibility immediately. 
Horton and Wohl progress in their analysis of the role of the audience by placing large emphasis on the compliance of audiences in terms of the parasocial interaction. This is perhaps the key to the entire idea they propose. For parasocial interaction to take place the audience must comply and accept the format presented to them. Only in this compliance can any form of parasocial interaction take place. The audience must want to associate themselves with the persona, to make friends with the stranger they are allowing into their home. Without this compliance, a person will be, if not alienated, then probably unable to watch the show because they will not be enjoying their viewing. Only when a gap is bridged, and the spectator allows it can parasocial interaction take place. 
Horton and Wohl continue for several more pages on the concept of parasocial interaction, but move onto what they label ‘extreme parasocial interaction’ in which audience members allow the lines between he fictional character and the ‘man behind the role’ to merge. I feel I am able to ignore these pages, in this context, because I have been able to outline the basic concept of parasocial interaction, and its components to the extent needed from the first seven pages. 
What I will now move on to do, as mentioned in the introduction, is to introduce several studies that utilise the concept of parasocial interaction. My chief aim here is to discover whether Horton and Wohl’s work is transferable over 50 years into the present day. 

A recent study by Andrea McCourt and Jacki Fitzpatrick in the Journal of Mundane Behaviour, examined “How individual characteristics (e.g. loneliness and openness) and dimensions of involvement in actual relationships…were related to parasocial relationships.” (McCourt & Fitzpatrick, 2001) They asked 45 people to fill in questionnaires to compare romantic involvement, loneliness and openness, to gather if any of these factors affected the level of parasocial interaction displayed by the participants. Their justification for this study is that in recent trends of audience studies, or effects studies, the impetus has been very much on the ‘tabloid’ issues of violence or sex on the screen. McCourt & Fitzpatrick say that no one has focussed on the ‘less explosive’ elements, for example “the enjoyment in watching a favourite character or show on a routine basis”. (McCourt & Fitzpatrick 2001) They hypothesise that persons who are not wholly satisfied in a relationship might turn to a parasocial relationship to attempt to find the things they see as lacking in their own life. Similarly, surely it would be logical to presume that people who are lonely would take a certain amount of solace from certain characters on television although this is contradicted by the original authority on parasocial interaction, Horton and Wohl (1956) who conclude that parasocial relationships affirm, rather than replace, ‘real’ human interaction. 
By their own admission, McCourt & Fitzpatrick were ‘bridging a gap’ in this area of research. They seemed to have good hypotheses and used various, already recognised psychological means to test loneliness etc. but their experiment created some unexpected results. Although they discovered that the amount of commitment to, or involvement in a romantic relationship could be a guide for parasocial interactions with television characters, they found no correlation between loneliness and these relations. The only way they could account for the lack of correlation in ‘lonely’ participants was that perhaps “lonely individuals might lack the emotional energy to make an investment in a TV-based relationship.” (McCourt & Fitzpatrick 2001) 
They concluded their study, very much like Horton and Wohl did, by outlining the need for future study and research in this area because there has been so little investigation on all elements of parasocial interaction. Their study is similar to one done by Diane D. Ashe and Lynn E. McCutcheon (2001) titled ‘Shyness, Loneliness, and Attitude Towards Celebrities’. Their hypothesis was similar to McCourt & Fitzpatrick’s, believing there would be a significant correlatio9n between the characteristics of loneliness and shyness displayed and the amount of parasocial interaction because both shyness and loneliness are “linked to unsatisfactory social interaction”. (Jones, Rose and Russell 1990 in Ashe & McCutcheon 2001 pg 125) Again, the idea that shy or lonely people might be more attracted to a parasocial relationship than a ‘real’ one was stated because of the minimal social demands made upon them. Their results, similar to McCourt and Fitzpatrick, suggest that “the link between two measures of social anxiety and the strength of parasocial interaction towards a celebrity is either very weak or non-existent… [Any exception displays] weak trends at best.” (Ashe & McCutcheon 2001 pg 130) 

Stepping away from the relation between social contexts and parasocial interaction, a study undertaken by Christine Camella in 2001, a senior at Western Connecticut State University in 2001, tried to discover the level of parasocial interaction between female college students and soap stars. Her basic method was to ask two questions, to which shoe would try to provide the answers; “What is parasocial interaction and is it affected by the amount of time spent watching?” (Camella 2001 pg 1)  Obviously the fist question she asks does not need to be addressed but the second one raises an interesting point. When writing in 1956, Horton and Wohl did not create, nor even attempt to create any scale of parasocial interaction, merely stating what it was. Philip J Auter attempted to draw up a scale in 1992 and it is an interesting idea, although possibly obvious, that there should be a scale but Camella is the first study I have looked at yet that raises the question. Additionally, by using soap operas, she has addressed what I consider to be one of the most popular genres of television and possibly the one most open to parasocial interaction, contrary to the opinion of Horton and Wohl. Addressing the audiences of soaps, Camella states that “Someone who watches a soap opera religiously becomes very intimately involved with a persona that does not exist in real life.” (Camella 2001 pg 3) 
From her research she gathered that female college students, whom she presented with a questionnaire, definitely did have parasocial relationships with soap opera character. However the most striking thing, in my opinion, and something that gives us a much better insight into the workings of a parasocial relationship was that students frequently displayed some of the same personality traits as the character they claimed they most identified with. As with all of these studies, the need for more extensive research is outlined rather than suppressed. If Camella’s study was extended would more than just female college students seemingly identify most with characters that seemed to have similar personality traits? 

In an article published in the online journal ‘Media Tribe”, Jennifer Hollett uses a specific celebrity to outline how parasocial interaction works. In “Oprah Winfey: Talk Show Host and Friend”, Hollett provides detailed explanation of the extent of the parasocial relationship between Oprah and her audience. Although this is not a study or a research paper, I feel it is a good essay to look at briefly, simply because of how closely it focuses on Horton and Wohl’s original work. Oprah’s success is put down to “the evolution of both her personal legend and her accessible communication style.” (Hollett 2001, pg 1) Oprah may be one of the most famous women on American television, with a hugely popular talk show, and because of her style of presentation, she is accessible to many members of her audience. This is in direct support of Horton and Wohl’s statement about talk show hosts, as personae, being the best providers of the foundations for parasocial interaction. To conclude her essay, Hollett basically sums up Horton and Wohl’s work in relation to Oprah Winfrey; “It is through the skilful application of the communication patterns we associate with friendship that she manages to overcome the conflict between Oprah as a rich talk show host and Oprah as a friend.” (Haag 1993 pg 120 in Hollett 2001 pg 4).

When Horton and Wohl were writing their original work in 1956, the social and cultural climate was very different. Television had only been around for a few years and to make any form of writing on it that would ring true for more than a few years was monumental task. In some ways, for example their decision to pass over the soap opera and television drama, they ignore fundamental elements of the very thing they were trying to write about. Soaps today are possibly one of the biggest encouragers of parasocial interaction, indeed I sincerely doubt they would be as popular if they did not do this. However, I think that this is the only real criticism that I can offer. As Hollet’s essay shows, the personality show is still a large source of parasocial relations, and in Horton and Wohl’s methods, descriptions and analyses, there are very few flaws. It is incredible, as I have already stated, that this work has withstood the changing nature of television, but it has. However, this should not be seen as the ‘be all and end all’ on the subject of parasocial interactions. Indeed there is a huge amount not known about this area of audience studies. Although the Journal of Communication and the Journal of Broadcasting and Electronic Media infrequently publish work on the subject, much more can be researched and examined. Unfortunately, this is not a ‘vital’ issue. Parasocial interaction has not (yet) been recognised as being ‘damaging’ to children and unless the Daily Mail runs out of stories to print, the likelihood is that this, as most other areas of television studies will remain in the background as violence and sex on television remains at the front. 
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