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COVALEX

PARASOCIAL RELATIONSHIPS

What is it?

Parasocial relationships are digital phenomena that occur when users establish a one-sided
relationship with famous people, celebrities, influencers or even fictional characters. These
relationships are described as ‘parasocial’ because they are directed towards people for whom we

feel some kind of admiration (or even revulsion) but whom we don't know in real life.
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How can it impact the sexual and reproductive health of youth?

These relationships can affect the SRH of young people in a number of ways:

Distorted perceptions of healthy relationships: Focusing on the life of a famous person online
depicts idealised and unreal images of sexuality and relationships. Young people can be
influenced to believe that certain behaviours, such as displays of promiscuity or engaging in ‘purity’
culture, are normal and expected, which could lead to unrealistic expectations about sexuality and
relationships.

Body image concerns: Parasocial relationships can contribute to body image dissatisfaction
among youth. Constant exposure to media representations of idealised bodies may lead to self-
esteem issues, body shaming, or disordered eating behaviours with potential negative
consequences for sexual and reproductive health.

Influence on sexual decisions: Young people may be influenced to make decisions about their
sexual health based on what they see in the media or in the lives of media figures they follow,
rather than making informed decisions based on their own situation and needs. Messages
conveyed by celebrities or influencers regarding the promotion of certain products such as
contraception, sex toys and alternative medicine can shape youths' attitudes and choices.
Emotional impact: Parasocial relationships can generate intense emotions and trigger unrealistic
comparisons and expectations regarding sexual self-image and romantic relationships, which

could lead to anxiety, depression, or dissatisfaction.
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What are some ways in which youth can be supported?

To mitigate these impacts:

e Encourage open and honest conversations about the people young people follow or read about
online to help them develop critical thinking about media portrayals.

e Suggest limiting time spent online. The amount of time spent using digital tools, especially
social media, can also be analysed and if necessary, reduced, in order to achieve a digital

detox.

¢ Organise and promote taking part in social activities in-person, such as nonformal education
groups as a way to acquaint young people with real-world social dynamics and prevent

idealisation of celebrities and influencers online.

Related digital phenomena/tools:

See sheets:

e Consumer culture: Influencer marketing
e Consumer culture: Targeted ads

e Social media: Instagram
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