
Many of us form powerful attachments to 
people we encounter in the media, even 
if we have never met them. Matt Jarvis 
considers the impact of these parasocial 
attachments

I t has been leaked that the character of Pat Evans in 
Eastenders is to be killed off in the Christmas edition 
of the soap opera this year. Pat, played by actress 

Pam St Clement, is a much loved character and many 
viewers will not just be upset at her death but will feel a 
loss similar to what they would experience if someone 
they knew in real life had died.

Bereavement behaviour
When the popular band REM recently split up, I was 
struck by the comments that people — including some 
of my friends — were making on Facebook. They were 
genuinely attached to a band that they had never met and 
there was clear evidence of symptoms of bereavement 
— people reminisced about their experiences of seeing 
the band, recalled their best moments and spoke of 
them in highly idealised terms. This is typical of how 
we speak of the recently deceased. If you look online 
after the Christmas edition of Eastenders, it is very likely 
that you will see the same phenomenon.

One-sided relationships
So how does this work? On the face of it, it seems bizarre 
and irrational to form attachments to people that we 
have never met. As far back as 1956, Horton and Wohl 
coined the phrase ‘parasocial attachment’ to describe 
the one-sided but emotionally powerful relationships 
that we develop with media figures. Horton and Wohl 
saw parasocial attachment as an opportunity for ‘the 

When bands split 
up and television 
characters die

Pam St Clement has played Pat 
Evans in Eastenders since 1986

TO
PF

O
TO

e-review
December 2011



socially isolated’ (1956, p. 222) to experience the 
positive emotions that well-connected individuals 
experience with their friends and family. However, 
current evidence suggests that there is nothing unusual 
or unhealthy about parasocial attachment, although it 
can become so if it is taken to extremes. 

Realistic characters
Research into parasocial attachment has looked at the 
aspects of characters that make them suitable targets for 
parasocial attachment. Gardner and Knowles (2008) 
studied this, investigating the hypothesis that we 
tend to form parasocial attachments with particularly 
realistic characters. They asked 199 students to identify 
their favourite television character and the programme 
in which they appeared. The students were also asked to 
identify a second character from the same programme 
and to rate them both for a number of characteristics. 

 The major difference between the favourite and 
non-favourite characters was how ‘real’ they appeared 
to the viewer. ‘Real’ in this context refers to the extent 
to which real human characteristics were portrayed 
by the character — 15% of the favourite characters 
named were actually animated, for example characters 
from South Park or The Simpsons. Realism in this sense 
appears to be important in affecting the likelihood of 
forming parasocial attachments. 

Emotional responses
Another line of research has looked at the characteristics 
of the people forming the parasocial attachment. 
Cohen (2004) looked at the relationship between 
general attachment quality and reaction to the loss 
of a favourite television character. Securely attached 
participants experienced relatively mild emotional 
responses, as did those with avoidant attachments, i.e. 
those low in anxiety and emotional intensity. However, 
participants with high anxiety and highly emotional 
attachments to real people (the resistant attachment 
type) experienced great distress at the loss of a favourite 
television character. 

Most of us will cope quite well with parasocial 

Weblinks to follow up
You can read a newspaper account of the Pat Evans 
story here: www.tinyurl.com/czuxk7p
Gardner and Knowles’ paper in full:  
www.tinyurl.com/bnvw87w
Read a news account of the REM story here: 
www.tinyurl.com/3p59fdl

Activities
1 Read the Gardner and Knowles paper 

(downloadable as a pdf) in the ‘Weblinks to 
follow up’ box and summarise the main findings..

2 Following the death of the character of Pat Evans 
in Eastenders this Christmas, have a look at some 
online soap-fan forums and see what signs of 
bereavement behaviour you can pick up.

losses such as Pat Evans death and REM splitting up, 
but those with insecure resistant attachments may be 
more vulnerable. 

Some people experience symptoms of 
bereavement if their favourite band splits up
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