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CHAPTER

Children’s Parasocial Relationships

Sandra L. Calvert and Melissa N. Richards

Children’s Parasocial Relationships

Children’s media have historically been rooted in characters—from the early
days of Captain Kangaroo and Howdy Doody to the contemporary era of Dora
the Explorer and Elmo. Unlike any previous technological age, however, charac-
ters now travel across media platforms such as television, computers, and mobile
technologies through programs, advertisements, games, and mobile apps. This
transmedia experience is enhanced by a transenvironment experience that
brings onscreen characters into homes through this multitude of screen media
and branded toys, foods, and clothes. More than any other generation, our chil-

ren live in a world that is populated with influential media characters from the
earliest days of their lives.

Little is known, however, about the underlying reasons for why or how
characters influence children’s learning or interests. We argue here

that para-
social relationships—one-sided, emotionally tinged friendships that develop
between an audience member and a media character (Horton & Wohl, 1956) —
are a key underlying reason for media characters’ influence on children’s devel-
opmental outcomes. More specifically, we propose that children perceive their
favorite media characters as persons who become trusted friends, a perception
that then influences the credibility that they give to the character’s messages
about a range of topics, including prosocial behaviors, STEM (ie., Science,
Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics) and language learning, and food
consumption. In this chapter, we examine what parasocial relationships are,

how they influence children’s learning and behavior, how they develop, and
how to measure them.
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Similarities between Children’s Relationships
with People and Media Characters
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hones (Common Sense Media, 2013). Children play with toys that are replicas
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age packaging. Through these transenvironment experiences ‘z?‘zeﬁ i}ré%ge iiﬁe
symbolic and actual worlds of children, media characters are accessible virtually
evervwhere children are,

i;i'thc}zzgh media characters saturate children’s transmedia ez;vémﬁmeﬁi%}
0- to 8-year-old children’s primary exposure to media characters is through
screen media, in which they invest an average of 1 hour and 55 minutes per day
{Common Sense Media, 2013). Learning from screens, however, can be consid:
erably challenging for very young children. Research &8@&&83?&?88 that p;fiz?f to
age 3, very young children learn from live presentations better than from video
ones, a phenomenon known as the video deficit {Anderson & Pempek, 2005;
see also chapter 11). ‘ o ‘

Arguments have also been advanced that children’s learning is superior
from live rather than animated media characters, and that this gaﬁerfﬂ con-
tinues throughout the preschool years (Richert, Robb, & Smith, 2011). One
reason that young children’s learning from video is presumably better from

live characters is due to the reality versus fantasy status of actual people versus
animated characters (Richert et al., 2011). However, parents report that their
preschool-aged children think that their favorife onscreen characters are real,

can see and hear what they are saying, and experience life beyond the screen,
even when that character is animated (Bond & Calvert, in press; Dorr, 1986).
Similarly, Hawkins and Pingree (1981) found that young children believed that
television characters lived in the television set and that these characters heard

the child viewers talking to them. .
Why do some young children think and act like their favorite media charac-

ters are real? Consider the qualities of face-to-face interpersonal relationships

and those of parasocial relationships. Both social and parasocial companions
i indic } : , 2002). Media char-

have names, an important indicator of personhood (Calvert, 2002). }

acters are embodied; they have human-like features such as eyes, ears, a nose,

and a mouth, just like people do. Characters have a gender and often an ethnic
background, both of which are important determinants of friendship patterns
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with actual children (Graham & Cohen, 1997), and of character preferences
(Calvert, Strong, Jacobs, & Conger, 2007). When depicted in programs, media
characters, like real people, have friends, and some have families or pets (eg,
Emily’s big, red animated dog named Clifford). Often characters have life sto-
ries that include experiences that are familiar to children, such as when the
Taiwanese character DoDo jumps in puddles after it rains or invites his friends to
his birthday party (Calvert, 2012). Media characters also experience the nego-
tiations that are needed to find cooperative solutions with other media friends
during the inevitable conflict situations that occur in close relationships.
Media characters play with each other onscreen as children play with one
another, and they are also readily accessible to children as toys in their homes,
making them potential playmates. Early childhood is a time in development char-
acterized by imaginative activities and beliefs in imaginary friends and in mytho-
logical cultural icons, such as Santa Claus and the Haster Bunny (Calvert, 1999,
Singer & Singer, 2005; Valkenburg & Calvert, 2012). Many parents encourage
their children to believe that these beings, as well as certain media characters, are
real. During play sessions, for instance, parents foster children’s beliefs that these
characters are “persons” by asking their child to show affection toward the charac-
ter (e.g., by hugging or kissing them), and by encouraging their child to nurture the
character by pretending to feed them and put them to sleep (Calvert, Richards, &
Kent, 2013; Gola, Richards, Lauricella, & Calvert, 2013). These behaviors are
consistent with young children’s characteristic style of animistic thinking in
which children give human attributes to inanimate objects, such as bestowing
life, consciousness, and will upon them ( Piaget, Tomilson, & Tomilson, 2007).
Repeated exposure to a media character has been correlated with perceptions
of realism. For instance, S- and 7-year-old children who watched more educa-
tional children’s programs or cartoons were more likely to perceive the charac-
ters in those programs as real (Wright, Huston, Reitz, & Piemyat, 1994). Now
the main characters in children’s programs often speak directly to children and
simulate contingency by having a character ask questions and then pause for the
child to respond, a practice that facilitates interaction with the onscreen char-
acter that is also similar to how children interact with their friends (Anderson,
et al., 2000; Calvert, 2006; Calvert et al,, 2007; Giles, 2002). Finally, just as in
real friendships, children “break up” with media characters as their parasocial
relationships wane over time. Children may outgrow the character, find a new
character thatis more appealing, or get bored with the character, much as they do
with their off-screen friends (Bond & Calvert, 2013). Not surprisingly, the older
children are, the more likely they are to have broken up with a favorite media
character: only 0.1% of children under the age of 2, 37% of 2- to S-year-old chil-
dren, and 75% of S- to 8-year-old children had broken up with a favorite media
character, as reported by their parents (Bond & Calvert, 2013).
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