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Abstract 

Parasocial bonds with Social Media Influencers (SMIs) can significantly influence 

followers’ behaviors, attitudes, and well-being, especially during adolescence and young 

adulthood. This study examined how diverse dimensions of connectedness with SMIs 

(i.e., escape, imitation, modeling, and aspiration) relate to perceived social 

connectedness in offline, combined offline-online social connectedness and online 

contexts, as well as to social self-efficacy and problematic social media use, age and 

sex. A total of 554 respondents (346 from Italy and 308 from the Netherlands) aged 18 

to 35 years (Mage = 23.85; SDage = 3.63; 67.6% female) completed an online survey. 

Structural equation modeling was employed to test the hypothesized associations, 

followed by multigroup analysis to assess cross-cultural differences. Findings revealed 

that offline social connectedness was negatively associated with the escape dimension, 

while offline-online connectedness showed negative associations with escape and 

imitation. In contrast, online connectedness was positively associated with these same 

dimensions. Thus, the form in which social connectedness is experienced seems to 

relate to more immediate and superficial forms of parasocial engagement. Social self-

efficacy was positively associated only with aspiration, highlighting a selective, identity-

driven engagement with SMIs. Problematic social media use was positively linked to all 

connectedness dimensions, suggesting its broad influence. Younger respondents were 

more inclined to imitation, modeling and aspiration compared to older respondents, 

while male respondents reported higher scores than females across all dimensions. 

Finally, multigroup analysis revealed significant differences between Italian and Dutch 

respondents, emphasizing the role of cultural context in shaping parasocial dynamics 

with SMs. 
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Introduction 

In the last decades, the rise of social media has transformed the way young adults form and experience social 

relationships, including those with social media influencers (SMIs; e.g., Hoffner & Bond, 2022; Lajnef, 2023). 

Previous research has primarily examined the formation of bonds with SMIs by focusing on the amount and the 

good quality of the relationship, commonly referred to as the level of parasocial relationship (PSR; Hoffner & Bond, 

2022; Lou, 2022), often within the context of influencer marketing (Joshi et al., 2025). However, limited attention 

has been paid to theoretical models that account for different parasocial patterns, and to how various sources of 

social connectedness may influence the development of these bonds. To address this gap, the present study 

adopts a cross-country design to investigate how demographic and psychosocial factors, along with cultural 

background, are associated with different dimensions of connectedness with SMIs, specifically considering the 

influence of distinct sources of social connectedness across offline and online contexts. 

Against this backdrop, a SMI “is a person who, through personal branding, builds and maintains relationships with 

multiple followers on social media, and has the ability to inform, entertain, and potentially influence followers’ 

thoughts, attitudes, and behaviors” (Dhanesh & Duthler, 2019, p. 3). Specifically, due to the characteristics of SMIs 

that followers admire or aspire to possess, they can be considered identification models who portray idealized 

images (Dinh & Lee, 2022; Ki & Y.-K. Kim, 2019; La Ferle & Chan, 2008). In other words, SMIs serve as a social 

reference across various identity domains, influencing the exploration of different roles and behaviors (de Lenne 

et al., 2020; Hoffner & Bond, 2022; Lajnef, 2023). 

The identification process stimulated by SMIs has been linked to the formation of PSRs (e.g., Hoffner & Bond, 2022; 

Rubin et al., 1985; Rubin & McHugh, 1987). PSRs refer to enduring, one-sided socio-emotional bonds between 

media users and media personas (Rubin et al., 1985; Rubin & Perse, 1987), which typically evolve from initial 

parasocial interactions (PSIs) as originally conceptualized by Horton and Wohl (1956). These relationships tend to 

develop in ways that mirror non-mediated, interpersonal ones (Branch et al., 2013; Lakey et al., 2014). The 

audience develops this bond with SMIs through daily content observation, participation in related discussion 

groups, and attempts to engage via comments, tags, or other attention-seeking methods (Liu, 2025). However, 

recent research has also highlighted the complexity and dynamics of PSRs by describing the relationship between 

SMIs and their followers as characterized by greater interaction and reciprocity, connected to the social media 

context (Lou, 2022). 

In line with the concept PSRs, Russell et al. (2004) introduced the construct of connectedness with media 

characters, which captures the various faces of relationships that followers could develop with a SMI. This 

construct is conceptualized as a spectrum reflecting varying levels of intensity in the bond with media figures, each 

corresponding to a distinct parasocial pattern. At the low end of the spectrum, “escape” represents passive and 

temporary entertainment, where viewers feel positive toward characters without forming deeper involvement. At 

the high end, “paraphernalia” refers to obsessive engagement, where viewers integrate media figures into their 

daily lives through frequent interaction and the collection of related objects. 

Between these poles lie intermediate stages such as “fashion”, “imitation”, “modeling”, and “aspiration”, which 

involve increasing cognitive and emotional engagement. “Fashion” reflects influence over clothing and style 

choices. “Imitation” refers to the viewers’ inclinations to replicate the media character’s words, voice, and 

behaviors, instead “modeling” refers to the degree to which individuals relate their own life to the lives of the 

media character. Imitation and modeling refer both to processes of identification. Finally, “aspiration” denotes the 

desire to emulate the character as a personal ideal. Lastly, with a greater degree of connectedness, there is 

“aspiration”, which refers to the desire to become closely like one’s media character, such as aspiring to occupy 

the same role (Russell et al., 2004). 

Due to the characteristics and potential impact of PSRs with SMIs, a growing body of research has begun to 

investigate their associations with social adjustment across different developmental stages (e.g., Hartmann, 2017). 

Specifically, late adolescence and young adulthood, marked by greater opportunities for self-exploration as 

parental control decreases and normative pressures remain low (Arnett, 2023), combined with increased access 

to new communication technologies, create a context in which parasocial processes can significantly influence 

identity formation and socialization, leading to both potential negative (Chae, 2018; Ezzat, 2020; Y.-H. Lee et al., 

2021; Lowe-Calverley & Grieve, 2021) and positive outcomes (Bond, 2018; Chauvin et al., 2024). Moreover, research 

has shown that media and PSRs not only impact offline socialization processes but also that offline relationships 

can influence parasocial processes and media consumption (Genner & Süss, 2017). For example, studies focused 



on the COVID-19 pandemic period demonstrated that people increasingly relied on PSRs via social media, aligning 

with previous research on how social deprivation, whether due to isolation or long-term remote work, can 

heighten engagement in parasocial interactions (Jarzyna, 2021). 

However, the literature review highlights the need for further research on factors that contribute to the 

development of connections with SMIs (e.g., Hoffner & Bond, 2022; Liebers & Schramm, 2019; Tukachinsky et al., 

2020).  

Social Connectedness and Connectedness With SMIs 

Scholars underline that new communication technologies play a crucial role in the development and maintenance 

of social connectedness, especially for adolescents and young adults (Wu et al., 2016). According to R. M. Lee and 

Robbins (1995), social connectedness is an internal sense of belonging, defined as the subjective awareness of 

closeness with others. This sense is developed through social experiences and influences one's perception of the 

world and one’s self-esteem (R. M. Lee & Robbins, 1998, Lee et al., 2001). It is crucial for forming significant 

relationships and developmental tasks especially from adolescence to adulthood (Moore, 2006). Indeed, 

individuals with low social connectedness often feel isolated, struggle with belonging, and have negative self and 

other perceptions, including distrust (Allen et al., 2021; R. M. Lee & Robbins, 1998). 

With regard to the link between social connectedness and the bond with SMIs, research points out contradictory 

results (e.g., Tukachinsky et al. 2020). For example, it has been demonstrated that young people with insecure 

attachment styles may develop strong PSRs with a SMI to fulfill social needs (Dinkha et al., 2015). Additionally, 

scholars have noted that high involvement with media figures or SMIs is associated with a greater sense of 

loneliness and distrust in offline social relationships compared to face-to-face relationships (Baek et al., 2013). 

Taken together, these results support the parasocial compensation or substitution hypothesis, suggesting that 

parasocial experiences, including those with SMIs, are sought to compensate for poor social adjustment, thereby 

representing an additional risk (e.g., Liebers & Schramm, 2022; Madison et al., 2016; Vandebosch & Eggermont, 

2002). 

On the other hand, some literature suggests that connections with media characters and SMIs can enrich social 

experiences by fostering a sense of closeness and friendship, enhancing perceived social support, increasing 

feelings of social connection, and strengthening the sense of community (e.g., Blight et al., 2017; Bond, 2018; 

Hartmann, 2017; Hoffner & Bond, 2022). Offering a possible explanation for these conflicting results and 

underlining a lack of significant correlation between social deficiencies and parasocial experiences, a recent meta-

analysis by Tukachinsky et al. (2020) suggested that the bond with media characters and SMIs represents an 

extension of social relationships rather than a replacement. This perspective underscores not only the similarity 

to face-to-face social relationships but also their inherent complexity. Indeed, these conclusions align with Giles’ 

interpretative model (2002), which places parasocial processes within a continuum that describes social 

relationships. In this framework, parasocial bonds can be linked to individual relational styles observed in offline 

contexts. However, Liu and J.-S. Lee (2024) demonstrated that interactions with SMIs can lead to feelings of 

loneliness through the increase of PSRs and social support. Thus, as an online phenomenon, some scholars have 

examined the development of bonds with SMIs in connection with social interactions specifically originating from 

online sources, such as social media (Grieve et al., 2013; Riedl et al., 2013; Valkenburg & Peter, 2009). For example, 

it has been demonstrated that the amount of social media use and engagement with an online community 

predicts increased parasocial interaction, which in turn leads to increased community participation (Ballantine & 

Martin, 2005; Gong & Huang, 2023; Liu, 2025). Chung and Cho (2017) demonstrated that the engagement in an 

online fan community can reinforce the connection with a SMI, both because it provides the opportunity for 

interactions with the SMI or online celebrity and, in the case of non-participative community members, by allowing 

them to observe interactions between active members and the SMI or celebrity reinforcing community 

involvement and connectedness with the SMI (Ballantine & Martin, 2005). These studies raise further questions 

about the differentiation of online contexts and their use. In many cases, individuals’ offline and online lives 

intersect (Subrahmanyam et al., 2008), while in others, social media create spaces for friendships and interactions 

that originate and remain exclusively online (van Zalk et al., 2014). Both types of online interactions, those that 

strengthen offline relationships and those that exist solely in digital spaces, can shape the perception of social 

connection across online and offline contexts (Riedl et al., 2013; van Zalk et al., 2014), with potential different 

effects on parasocial processes, which should be further explored.  



In summary, the literature presents two complementary perspectives on the relationship between social 

connectedness and parasocial bonds. On one hand, several scholars suggest that PSRs may reflect an extension 

of real-life relational competencies and status (Giles, 2002; Hartmann, 2017; Tukachinsky et al., 2020). Based on 

this view, we expect that offline social connectedness will be positively associated with identification, aspiration, 

and modeling with SMIs, such as constructive dimensions of engagement with them. On the other hand, evidence 

also points to a compensatory function of parasocial relationships, especially for individuals who experience low 

levels of offline connectedness. In such cases, PSRs may serve as a form of escape or substitution for offline ties 

(Baek et al., 2013; Tukachinsky & Dorros, 2018). Therefore, we hypothesize that higher offline social connectedness 

will be negatively associated with the use of SMIs for escape. Finally, interactions within online communities and 

social media environments appear to enhance the sense of connection with SMIs by enabling both direct and 

vicarious engagement (Ballantine & Martin, 2005; Chung & Cho, 2017; Liu, 2025). In line with this, we expect that 

both exclusively online and combined offline–online social connectedness will be positively associated with all 

dimensions of parasocial connectedness. 

Social Self-Efficacy and Connectedness With SMIs 

Adolescents and young adults often choose SMIs as sources of inspiration in developing socio-emotional skills 

(Chauvin et al., 2024; Taddeo, 2023; Valkenburg & Peter, 2007). In other words, they actively select online role 

models to guide them through social developmental tasks. Observing SMIs may serve as a form of vicarious 

learning, reinforcing individuals’ beliefs in their ability to initiate and manage social interactions, defined as social 

self-efficacy (Di Giunta et al., 2010). According to Bandura (1977), self-efficacy also influences the choice of role 

models, affecting whether individuals seek attainable versus idealized social targets. Although high levels of social 

self-efficacy have been linked to psychosocial adjustment and adaptive social media use (Connolly, 1989; 

Valkenburg et al., 2017), limited evidence exists regarding its direct role in the formation of parasocial bonds with 

SMIs. Some scholars have found that PSRs with SMIs perceived as positive and realistic role models are associated 

with increased self-efficacy in specific domains (Ezzat et al., 2020; Phua, 2016). Conversely, identifying with 

unrealistic media figures may foster negative self-comparisons and lower self-esteem (Eyal & Te’eni-Harari, 2013). 

Taken together, these findings suggest that social self-efficacy may influence how individuals perceive and 

internalize media content from SMIs, particularly affecting their inclination to imitate and emulate figures they 

perceive as successful. Therefore, we hypothesize that higher levels of social self-efficacy are positively associated 

with those dimensions of parasocial connectedness that are most closely tied to modeling and identification 

processes, i.e., namely, imitation, modeling, and aspiration. In contrast, low levels of social self-efficacy may lead 

individuals to gravitate toward idealized, unattainable figures, using them primarily as tools for escape rather than 

realistic sources of inspiration. 

Problematic Social Media Use and Connectedness With SMIs 

Previous studies demonstrated that the attachment to a SMI, and a strong sense of belonging to the influencer’s 

community, could lead to problematic engagement with them, such as the necessity to constantly check or find 

contact with favorite SMI, which is associated with internet and social media problematic use (Baek et al., 2013; 

Farivar et al., 2022; Naranjo-Zolotov et al., 2021). Scholars have revealed that internet and social media addiction, 

an increasing phenomenon with prevalence rates ranging from 0 to 82%, primarily affects adolescents and young 

adults (Chang et al., 2022). Excessive or problematic internet and social media use is conceived as a behavioral 

disorder, with symptoms resembling those of behavioral addictions. Specifically, social media addiction, a specific 

form of internet addiction, includes using social media excessively, having an unsatisfied desire to use social 

media, neglecting other activities, having disrupted social relations, using social media as an escape from negative 

emotions and life stress, having difficulty in reducing use, being nervous and anxious when unable to use, and 

deceiving others about the duration and amount of use (Turel & Serenko, 2012; van den Eijnden et al., 2016).  

Generally, excessive or problematic internet usage has been linked to online community dependency, which in 

turn increases interaction with a SMI (Ballantine & Martin, 2005). Specifically, social media addiction has been 

related to a negative impact on the perception of face-to-face social connections (Savci & Aysan, 2017), leading to 

a tendency to fulfill communication and connection needs through social media and predisposing individuals to 

parasocial interactions and relationships (de Bérail & Bungener, 2022; Hartmann, 2017; Tatem & Ingram, 2022). 

Therefore, this study examines whether higher levels of problematic social media use are associated with stronger 



parasocial connectedness with SMIs across all its dimensions, from escape oriented interactions to deeper 

processes of identification, such as imitation, modeling, and aspiration. 

Demographics Variables (i.e., Age, Sex) and Connectedness With SMIs 

Beyond psychosocial predictors, sociodemographic characteristics such as age, sex, and cultural background have 

also been considered in the literature as relevant factors in shaping parasocial experiences. Research has shown 

that young people generally exhibit stronger bonds with SMIs compared to older individuals (Liebers & Schramm, 

2019). Specifically, during adolescence and into young adulthood, a period characterized by raised interest in social 

media, PSRs and connections with SMIs are more common as they address various needs related to identity and 

relational changes (Eyal et al., 2020; Gleason et al., 2017; Madison et al., 2016). In line with the literature, in the 

present study, age will be examined as a predictor of parasocial involvement across its multiple dimensions, with 

the expectation that younger individuals will report higher levels of engagement with SMIs. 

Furthermore, most of the literature indicates that women report stronger parasocial bonds than men (Liebers & 

Schramm, 2019), possibly because women and girls tend to be more active on social media platforms (Baiocco et 

al., 2016). However, sex differences in PSRs are not limited to their intensity or frequency. Research has also shown 

that male and female users differ in their preferences for SMI content (Djafarova & Rushworth, 2017) and in their 

engagement styles (Gleason et al., 2017). For instance, Gleason et al. (2017) found that boys and girls perceive 

parasocial relationships differently in terms of relational symmetry: boys are more likely to view media figures as 

authority figures or mentors, while girls tend to imagine more egalitarian and reciprocal relationships, often 

engaging more effectively with SMIs. Thus, given the mixed findings in prior research, sex will be examined using 

an exploratory approach, with particular attention to potential differences across the various facets of parasocial 

bonds with SMIs. 

Country Differences in Connectedness With SMIs 

Additionally, research has explored parasocial dynamics based on sample national origin and cultural background. 

Although some studies suggest that cultural background may shape how users perceive and appreciate the same 

media characters Liebes & Katz, 1990; Schmid & Klimmt, 2011), other research has found no significant differences 

in the factors influencing or resulting from PSRs between collective and individualist cultures (Tukachinsky et al., 

2020). Regarding the specific comparison between two individualistic and Western countries, Italy and the 

Netherlands, a comparative study by Trombin and Veglianti (2020) revealed differences limited to influencer type 

and content preferences: Italian respondents tended to favor local micro-influencers and preferred informative 

or debunking content, while Dutch respondents were more drawn to visually appealing and aesthetic-driven 

formats. Reuter et al. (2019) found that Italian and Dutch respondents exhibited similar digital socialization 

practices, including comparable levels of media use and trust in online information sources. Taken together, these 

findings suggest that while cultural background may shape preferences for the form and content of engagement 

with SMIs, the underlying mechanisms of parasocial connectedness appear to remain broadly consistent across 

Italy and the Netherlands. While these findings indicate that the broader mechanisms underpinning parasocial 

connectedness may remain relatively stable across the two contexts, they also suggest that cultural background 

can influence specific preferences in how audiences engage with SMIs. Therefore, further research is needed to 

disentangle the respective roles of nationality, cultural values, and media ecosystems in shaping users’ 

engagement with SMIs. 

The Current Study 

The present study aims to examine how different sources of social connectedness (offline, combined offline–

online, exclusively online), social self-efficacy, problematic social media use, and demographic variables (age, sex, 

and country) predict various dimensions of connectedness with one’s favorite SMI, as conceptualized by Russell 

et al. (2004) among Italian and Dutch young adults. We focus specifically on four dimensions, escape, imitation, 

modeling, and aspiration, which are particularly relevant for understanding relational engagement with SMIs. In 

contrast, we exclude “fashion” and “paraphernalia,” which are more commonly investigated in the context of 

influencer marketing or traditional media celebrities. 

Below, we outline the specific objectives and related hypotheses. 



Social Connectedness and Connectedness With SMIs 

Literature suggests that individuals with strong offline relationships are more likely to engage in meaningful 

parasocial processes (Giles, 2002; Hartmann, 2017; Tukachinsky et al., 2020). Conversely, lower offline 

connectedness has been linked to using media figures as compensatory substitutes (Baek et al., 2013; Tukachinsky 

& Dorros, 2018). Meanwhile, exclusively online and combined social connectedness may enhance engagement 

with SMIs by increasing access to parasocial interaction opportunities and social reinforcement (Ballantine & 

Martin, 2005; Liu, 2025). 

H1a. Offline social connectedness is negatively associated with escape. 

H1b. Offline social connectedness is positively associated with imitation toward SMIs. 

H1c. Offline social connectedness is positively associated with modeling toward SMIs. 

H1d. Offline social connectedness is positively associated with aspiration toward SMIs. 

H2a-d: Combined offline–online social connectedness is positively associated with a) escape, (b) imitation, (c) 

modeling, and (d) aspiration. 

H3a-d: Online social connectedness is positively associated with (a) escape, (b) imitation, (c) modeling, and (d) 

aspiration. 

Social Self-Efficacy and Connectedness With SMIs 

Respondents with high social self-efficacy are more likely to choose attainable role models and to internalize their 

behaviors in a constructive manner (Chauvin et al., 2024; Valkenburg & Peter, 2007). Conversely, individuals with 

low levels of social self-efficacy may tend to select idealized and unrealistic models or engage with them through 

escape-oriented motivations (Eyal & Te’eni-Harari, 2013). 

H4a. Social self-efficacy is negatively associated with escape toward SMIs. 

H4b. Social self-efficacy is positively associated with imitation toward SMIs. 

H4c. Social self-efficacy is positively associated with modeling toward SMIs. 

H4d. Social self-efficacy is positively associated with aspiration toward SMIs. 

Problematic Social Media Use and Connectedness With SMIs 

Problematic social media use has been associated with stronger parasocial attachment and emotional reliance on 

SMIs (Ballantine & Martin, 2014; de Bérail & Bungener, 2022; Hartmann, 2017; Tatem & Ingram, 2022). Individuals 

may seek out SMIs to fulfill entertainment and relational needs, increasing engagement across all parasocial 

dimensions. 

H5a-d. Problematic social media use is positively associated with (a) escape, (b) imitation, (c) modeling, and (d) 

aspiration. 

Demographic Variables and Connectedness With SMIs 

Developmental literature indicates that parasocial bonds are more frequent and intense during adolescence and 

young adulthood (Liebers & Schramm, 2019; Eyal et al., 2020). Additionally, the literature presents mixed findings 

regarding sex differences in parasocial processes. While some studies report stronger PSRs among females 

(Liebers & Schramm, 2019), others emphasize differences in the quality and nature of parasocial involvement 

(Djafarova & Rushworth, 2017; Gleason et al., 2017).  

H6a-d. Younger age is positively associated with (a) escape, (b) imitation, (c) modeling, and (d) aspiration. 

H7a-d. Sex is associated with (a) escape, (b) imitation, (c) modeling, and (d) aspiration. However, regarding the 

specific directions of the associations across the individual dimensions, we adopt an exploratory approach. 

 



Country Differences in Connectedness With SMIs 

Lastly, the hypothesized model will be tested among samples collected in two countries, Italy and the Netherlands. 

By means of multigroup modeling, potential country differences in the hypothesized relationships will be 

investigated. However, previous studies suggest minimal differences in digital socialization and PSR development 

across these two contexts (Reuter et al., 2019; Trombin & Veglianti, 2020). 

Figure 1. Hypothesized Model. 

 

Methods 

Respondents and Procedure  

Cross-sectional data via an online survey were collected between March 2022 and June 2022, both in Italy and the 

Netherlands. An inclusion criterion for the present study was to follow at least one SMI. Specifically, only 

respondents who answered yes to the following question, Do you follow any influencers through your social media 

profiles (e.g., Instagram, TikTok, Facebook, etc.)? were included in the sample. Therefore, the total sample resulted in 

a total of 554 respondents (346 from Italy and 208 from Netherland) aged 17 to 28 years old (Mage = 21.14; 

SDage = 2.56; 78.0% girls). Of the Italian sample, two respondents were non-Italian (99.42% had the Italian 

nationality), whereas of the Dutch sample, 72 respondents were non-Dutch (65.39% had the Dutch nationality). 

Although 34.61% of participants in the Dutch sample reported a non-Dutch nationality, all were enrolled at Tilburg 

University and shared the same academic and sociocultural environment. Therefore, the categorization of Italian 

and Dutch students was based not only on self-reported nationality but also on the institutional context in which 

participants were embedded. The required sample size was 543, this number resulted from a power analysis 

conducted in G*Power 3.1.9.7 (Faul et al., 2009) for linear multiple regressions with a rather small effect size 

(f² = .05), with an ɑ error probability of .05 and 13 predictors (including the interactions with country, see 

subchapter Data Analysis) for each dependent variable. The sample is composed of Bachelor and Master students 

recruited from Italian and Dutch Universities. An English version of the questionnaire was shared between Italian 

and Dutch researchers. Therefore, before starting data collection, Italian researchers worked on a language 

adaptation of the survey. Native speaker researchers translated and back-translated the survey. Then, the two 

final versions (Italian and English) were compared. This process did not highlight any specific differences between 

the Italian and English versions of the survey. Finally, two survey links have been created and shared on the 

Qualtrics platform: one in English for the students at the Tilburg University, and one in Italian for the students at 

the Mediterranea University. Specifically, Dutch respondents completed the English version, as Tilburg University 

is an international institution where English is the primary language of instruction and all students demonstrate 

at least B2/C1 proficiency, ensuring full comprehension of the study materials. The study was conducted according 

to the guidelines of the Declaration of Helsinki and approved by the Ethics Committee of the Sapienza University 

of Rome and the Research Ethics and Data Management Committee of Tilburg University. Respondents were 



invited to take part in a study through university mailing lists. The participation was voluntary and unpaid. The 

anonymity was guaranteed, and respondents gave their informed consent by clicking on yes, I accept to participate 

on the first page of the survey. Only the questionnaires filled out were considered valid among all the respondents 

reached. Thus, the response rate was 93%. The duration of the survey was 30–35 min.  

Measures 

Socio-Demographic Information 

Respondents reported their age, sex (0 = male; 1 = female). 

Connectedness With SMIs 

To measure the intensity of PSRs that respondents develop with their favorite influencer(s) adapted version of 

four subscale of Connectedness Scale (CA; Russel et al., 2004) were used. Specifically, Escape, Imitation, Modeling, 

and Aspiration subscales were included in the survey. Escape (3 items) refers to the degree in which following 

influencers helps people to forget about their problems (e.g., Watching my favorite influencer’s posts and videos is 

an escape for me); Imitation (3 items) relates to the inclination for people to imitate their favorite influencers (e.g., 

I try to speak like my favorite influencer); Modeling (3 items) measures a social learning process by capturing the 

degree to which individuals relate their own life to the lives of their favorite influencers (e.g., I get ideas from my 

favorite influencer's posts and videos about how to interact in my own life); Aspiration (2 items) refers to the desire to 

be as the favorite influencer and meet the favorite influencer expressed by respondents (i.e., I would love to be an 

influencer; I would love to meet my favorite influencer). Each item was rated on a 7-point Likert scale from 1 = Strongly 

disagree to 7 = Strongly agree.  

Confirmatory Factor Analyses (CFAs) for the Italian and Dutch sample separately to confirm the structure of the 

four subscales of connectedness with an influencer were performed. The fit indices of the CFA for each sample 

indicated a good fit: (1) Italian sample: CFI = .959; RMSEA = .085, 90% CI [.070, .100]; χ² (38) = 141.74, p < .001; and 

(2) Dutch sample: CFI = .975; RMSEA = .051, 90% CI [.026, .074]; χ² (38) = 61.44, p < .01. Standardized factor loadings 

of the items of the four subscales ranged between .50 and .92. for the Italian sample and between .48 and .92 for 

the Dutch sample. These four forms of connectedness with SMIs are included in the analyses as latent variables 

(each formed by the number of items described above). To test whether the factor loadings of these four latent 

constructs are different for Italian and Dutch respondents (invariance testing), the fit values of a model assuming 

group invariance (the same factor structure for Italian and Dutch respondents; fully constrained model; 

χ²(94) = 360.503, p < .001) were compared with the fit values of a model in which group invariance was not 

assumed (different factor structure for Italian and Dutch respondents; χ²(83) = 318.045, p < .001). This comparison 

showed a significant difference between the chi-square values of the unconstrained model and the fully 

constrained model (Δχ² = 42.458, Δdf = 11, p < .001). This indicates that the factor loadings differ for the two 

samples and group comparisons should be interpreted cautiously. The Cronbach’s Alphas of each form of 

connectedness with SMIs are reported in Table 1. Note that Cronbach’s Alpha for ‘Aspiration’ is low, therefore 

results related to this dimension should also be interpreted with caution. 

Social Connectedness in Offline, Offline-Online and Exclusively Online Contexts 

To measure enduring interpersonal closeness related to social interactions with peers (i.e., not influencers or 

celebrities), 9 items from the Social Connectedness Scale (Lee et al., 2001) and the Online Social Connectedness 

Scale (Riedl et al., 2013) were adapted for offline, offline-online, and exclusively online contexts, respectively. 

Respondents rated their feelings of closeness, connection and ability to connect with people on a 7-point Likert 

scale, from 1 = Strongly disagree to 7 = Strongly agree. Items related to the offline context refer to face-to-face 

situations or interactions (e.g., I feel disconnected from the real world around me). Items related to the offline-online 

context refer to online interactions with social media contacts who are also known in face-to-face settings (e.g., I 

feel disconnected from my social media network—think only of contacts you also know in real life). Finally, items related 

to the exclusively online context refer to interactions with social media contacts who are exclusively known and 

engaged in online contexts (e.g., I feel disconnected from the social media world around me—think only of contacts 



you exclusively know online). Negatively worded items were reverse-coded. Thus, a higher score represents a 

stronger connection with people in a diverse context. 

Two CFAs were performed to test the structure of the subscales of social connectedness in different contexts 

(offline, offline-online, and exclusively online, see next paragraphs) for both countries. Because of low factor 

loadings of multiple items, four items were deleted (same four items for each context). Based on the remaining 

five items, a composite mean score was calculated for each context. The fit of the CFAs were acceptable after 

deletion of the four items for each context in each sample: (1) Italian sample: CFI = .932; RMSEA = .086, 90% CI 

[.077, .096]; χ² (84) = 348.65, p < .001; and (2) Dutch sample: CFI = .950; RMSEA = .073, 90% CI [.059, .087]; 

χ²(84) = 188.50, p < .001. Standardized factor loadings of the items ranged between .62 and .86 in the Italian sample 

and between .71 and .87 in the Dutch sample. The Cronbach’s Alpha for each subscale is reported in Table 1. 

Perceived Social Self-Efficacy 

To assess individuals’ beliefs in their capability to initiate and maintain social relationships, work cooperatively, 

and share personal experiences with others the Perceived Social Self-Efficacy (PSSE; Di Giunta et al., 2010) was 

utilized. respondents were asked to respond to five items on a five-point scale, ranging from 1 = Not well at all to 

5 = Very well (e.g., How well can you express your opinion to people who are talking about something of interest to you?). 

The Cronbach’s Alpha is reported in Table 1. Two CFAs were performed to test, for each country, the structure of 

the perceived social self-efficacy scale. The fit statistics of both CFAs were good (Italian sample: CFI = .989; 

RMSEA = .064, 90% CI [.023, .106]; χ² (5) = 13.48, p = .019; and (2) Dutch sample: CFI = .977; RMSEA = .058, 90% CI 

[.000, .126]; χ²(5) = 10.32, p = .067., standardized factor loadings of the five items ranged between .70 and .80 for 

the Italian sample and between .46 and .73 for the Dutch sample. The Cronbach’s Alphas are reported in Table 1. 

Problematic Social Media Use 

The Social Media Disorder Scale (van den Eijnden et al., 2016). Problematic social media use was assessed using 9 

items from the Social Media Disorder Scale (van den Eijnden et al., 2016). Respondents were asked to answer 

questions thinking about their behaviors and feelings when they used social media in the last year (e.g., During the 

past year, have you regularly felt dissatisfied because you wanted to spend more time on social media?). Items rated on 

a five-point scale from 1 = Never to 5 = Always. Two CFAs were performed to test, for each country, the structure 

of the problematic social media use scale. The fit statistics of both CFAs were relatively low (Italian sample: 

CFI = .803; RMSEA = .161, 90% CI [.146, .177]; χ²(27) = 323.35, p < .001; and (2) Dutch sample: CFI = .804; 

RMSEA = .131, 90% CI [.109, .153]; χ²(27) = 134.70, p < .001. Standardized factor loadings of the five items ranged 

between .50 and .74 for the Italian sample and between .41 and .72 for the Dutch sample. The Cronbach’s Alphas 

(.85 for the Italian sample and .80 for the Dutch sample) are reported in Table 1. 

Data Analysis  

The data described in this article are openly available at https://osf.io/kxc5u. In order to test the hypothesized 

model, structural equation modeling with Maximum Likelihood Estimation was used in Mplus v7.4, consisting of 

both latent and observed variables. More precisely, all variables were included in the model as observed variables, 

except for the dependent variables, which were the four subscales of connectedness with an influencer (Escape, 

Imitation, Modeling, and Aspiration). There were no missing values for all variables included. In a first step, the 

structural model was tested for the whole sample (including both Italian and Dutch respondents). In a second 

step, a multigroup analysis with country as grouping variable was calculated to allow different parameter 

estimates for Italian and Dutch respondents. 
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Table 1. Descriptive Statistics and Cronbach’s Alphas for the Italian and Dutch Samples. 

 M (I) SD (I) α (I) Range (I) M (D) SD (D) α (D) Range (D) 

Escape 3.93 1.83 .89 1–7 4.54 1.52 .86 1–7 

Imitation 2.25 1.57 .87 1–7 3.03 1.38 .77 1–7 

Modeling 2.67 1.60 .88 1–7 3.51 1.46 .81 1–7 

Aspiration 4.05 1.70 .42 1–7 4.02 1.45 .55 1–7 

Social connectedness in the offline context 5.48 1.50 .89 1–7 5.16 1.39 .92 1–7 

Social connectedness in the offline-online context 4.92 1.38 .87 1–7 4.58 1.24 .86 1–7 

Social connectedness in the online context 4.14 1.71 .90 1–7 3.76 1.33 .88 1–7 

Social self-efficacy 3.96 0.80 .84 1–5 3.86 0.68 .74 1–5 

Problematic social media use 2.08 0.77 .85 1–5 2.15 0.63 .80 1–5 

Age 21.55 2.60 — 17–28 20.43 2.26 — 17–28 

Sex 0.85 0.37 — 0–1 0.69 0.47 — 0–1 

Results 

Testing the Hypothesized Model 

The fit indices of the structural model, for the whole sample, had an acceptable fit: CFI = .955; RMSEA = .057, 90% 

CI [.049, .065]; χ²(87) = 243.108, p < .001. Unstandardized and standardized paths are presented in Table 3. All four 

subscales of connectedness with an influencer were significantly positively correlated with each other, with 

standardized correlation coefficients ranging from .45 to .59 (Table 2). 

For the first subscale of connectedness with an influencer, escape, the model showed that social connectedness 

in the offline and offline–online contexts was significantly and negatively related to this dimension, whereas social 

connectedness in the online context was positively related. Specifically, individuals who feel less interpersonally 

close to others in the offline and offline-online contexts tend to perceive their favorite influencer as helping them 

forget their problems, whereas those who feel more interpersonally connected to others in online contexts report 

higher scores on escape. These results are consistent with H1a and H3a, but not with H2a. Furthermore, 

problematic social media use and sex were significantly associated with escape, meaning that those with more 

problematic social media use feel more strongly that their favorite influencer helps them with forgetting their 

problems and males scored higher on escape compared to females. These results are in line with H5a and H7a. 

The included variables in the model explained 13.7% of the variance of escape (R²). The detailed statistical results 

are reported in Table 3.  

Second, regarding imitation, the model showed a significant negative association with social connectedness in the 

offline-online context and a significant positive association with social connectedness in the online context, which 

indicates that those who feel interpersonally less close with others in the offline-online context are more likely to 

imitate their favorite influencer, whereas those who feel interpersonally more close with others exclusively in the 

online context are more likely to imitate their favorite influencer. No significant association emerged with social 

connectedness in the offline context. These findings are consistent with H3b, but not with H1b or H2b. 

Furthermore, in line with H5b, a significant positive association was also found between problematic social media 

use and imitation, meaning that those who are more strongly addicted to social media are more inclined to imitate 

their favorite influencer. Finally, age and sex were found to be associated with imitation: younger and male adults 

were more inclined to imitate their favorite influencer. These results are in line with H6b and H7b. Together, the 

included variables in the model explained 24.6% of the variance of imitation (R²). The detailed statistical results 

are reported in Table 3. 

For the third subscale of connectedness with an influencer, modeling, problematic social media use was 

significantly associated with this dimension, confirming H5c. This means that young adults who score higher on 

problematic social media use relate their own life stronger to the lives of their favorite influencer. Age and sex 

were found to be associated with modeling: younger and male adults were more likely to relate their own life 

stronger to the lives of their favorite influencer. These findings are in line with H6c, and H7c. All included variables 

explained together 14.0% of the variance in modeling (R²). The detailed statistical results are reported in Table 3. 



Finally, for the fourth subscale, aspiration, significant associations were found with social self-efficacy, problematic 

social media use, age, and sex. These results are consistent with H4d, H5d, H6d, and H7d. Young adults who score 

higher on problematic social media use and social self-efficacy, who have a younger age, and males are associated 

with a greater desire to be as their favorite influencer and meet their favorite influencer. In total, the included 

variables explained 28.7% of the variance in aspiration (R²). The detailed statistical results are reported in Table 3. 

Table 2. Correlation Coefficients Between Variables. 

 1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8. 9. 10. 11. 

1. Escape — .42*** .19** .28*** –.11 –.06 –.01 .02 .23*** –.06 –.06 

2. Imitation .49*** — .32*** .30*** –.10 –.09 .10 –.08 .20** –.11 –.12 

3. Modeling .57*** .58*** — .44*** –.28*** –.21*** .08 –.16** .37*** –.12* –.05 

4. Aspiration .44*** .42*** .44*** — –.02 .05 .09 .00 .33*** –.29*** –.12* 

5. Social connectedness in the 

offline context 
−.22*** –.24*** –.28*** –.15** — .42*** .14* .42*** –.37*** .03 .06 

6. Social connectedness in the 

offline-online context 
–.18*** –.18*** –.21*** –.07 .57*** — .37*** .54*** –.10 .11 –.01 

7. Social connectedness in the 

online context 
.05 .01 –.01 .02 .20*** .39*** — .28*** –.30*** –.06 .04 

8. Social self-efficacy –.10 –.17*** –.16** .04 .11 .26*** .03 — –.34*** .14 .02 

9. Problematic social media use .27*** .33*** .37*** .33*** –.37*** –.30*** –.11* .06 — –.26*** –.22*** 

10. Age –.09 –.13* –.12* –.29*** –.15* .03 .01 .02 –.34*** — .04 

11. Sex  

(0 = male, 1 = female) 
–.13* –.20*** –.12 –.12* –.08 .06 .00 .04 .23*** –.01 — 

Note. Correlations below the diagonal refer to the Italian sample, and those above the diagonal refer to the Dutch sample. *p < .05, **p < .01, 
***p < .001. 

 
Table 3. Unstandardized and Standardized Paths of the Structural Model for Escape and Imitation in the Whole Sample (N = 554). 

 Connectedness with SMIs 

 Escape (R² = .137) Imitation (R² = .246) Modeling (R² = .140) Aspiration (R² = .287) 

 B SE β p B SE β p B SE β p B SE β p 

Social 

connectedness 

in the offline 

context 

−0.12 .06 −.12 .031 −0.08 .06 −.08 .130 −0.09 .06 −.08 .131 −0.06 .06 −.07 .289 

Social 

connectedness 

in the offline-

online context 

−0.13 .06 −.11 .038 −0.16 .06 −.14 .009 −0.10 .06 −.09 .102 −0.00 .06 −.00 .969 

Social 

connectedness 

in the online 

context 

0.10 .04 .10 .025 0.10 .04 .10 .022 0.05 .05 .05 .255 0.05 .04 .08 .190 

Social self-

efficacy 
0.15 .09 .08 .105 0.03 .09 .01 .758 0.02 .10 .01 836 0.31 .09 .22 .000 

Problematic 

social media 

use 

0.50 .10 25 .000 0.70 .09 .34 .000 0.59 .10 .28 .000 0.61 .11 .40 .000 

Age −0.05 .03 −.08, .056 −0.08 .03 −.13 .002 −0.06 .03 −.09 .030 −0.12 .03 −.27 .000 

Sex (0 = male, 1 

= female) 
−0.59 .15 −.10, .016 −0.90 .15 −.25 .000 −0.34 .16 −.10 .016 −0.58 .11 −.22 .000 

  



Analysis of Country Differences 

To assess whether the associations differed between Italian and Dutch respondents, a multigroup analysis with 

country as grouping variable was performed. For this estimation, the hypothesized model was used f, all paths 

were allowed to vary by country; CFI = .921; RMSEA = .072, 90% CI [.064, .080]; χ² (188) = 458.73, p < .001. Tables 

4.1 and 4.2 present the standardized paths and their p-value for each country. By means of t-tests, applying the 

formula of Keil et al. (2000, p. 315), the regression coefficients of each path for each of the two samples were 

compared (similar to, e.g., Brooks & Longstreet, 2015). These are also reported in Tables 4.1 and 4.2. We can 

conclude that the coefficients differed between the two countries. In particular, some of the hypothesized 

associations were significant in one country, but not in the other.  

More precisely, for escape, social connectedness in the offline–online and online contexts, as well as sex, 

significantly predicted the outcome in the Italian sample but not in the Dutch one. In the Italian group, offline-

online connectedness was negatively, whereas online connectedness was positively, related to escape, and a 

negative association with sex was also observed. In both samples, problematic social media use was significantly 

positively associated with escape. 

Second, for imitation, in contrast to escape, social connectedness in the offline-online context and in the online 

context were significant predictors in the Dutch sample, but not in the Italian sample. Specifically, in the Dutch 

sample, social connectedness in the offline-online context was negatively related to imitation, whereas social 

connectedness in the online context was positively related. In both samples, problematic social media use and sex 

were significant predictors for imitation. 

Third, for modeling, problematic social media use was a significant predictor in the Italian sample, but not in the 

Dutch sample. In the Italian group, higher levels of problematic social media use were positively associated with 

modeling. None of the other variables were significant predictors for modeling in both samples.  

Fourth, for aspiration, social self-efficacy, age, and sex were significant predictors in the Italian sample but not in 

the Dutch sample. Specifically, among Italian participants, higher levels of social self-efficacy were associated with 

stronger aspirations toward SMIs, whereas younger and male participants reported a greater desire to resemble 

or meet their favorite influencer. In both samples, problematic social media use was significantly and positively 

related to aspiration.  

Finally, it is also worth noting that the explained variance also differed between countries, being generally higher 

in the Italian sample, particularly for modeling, aspiration, and imitation. 

Concluding Remarks 

In the present results section, firstly results related to the whole sample were presented, as no differences 

between the countries were expected. However, the multigroup analyses did show some differences. Some of the 

hypothesized relationships were present in one sample, but not in the other, as described above. To conclude the 

results section, we want to highlight some of the significant associations that were found for the whole sample 

but not in the separate samples. Note that not any “new” significant associations emerged in the multigroup model 

in one sample, that were not found in the structural model for the whole sample. 

The structural model for the whole sample indicated a negative association between social connectedness in the 

offline context and escape, but the multigroup model did not show any significant associations between these two 

variables in any of the two countries. Furthermore, age was found to be negatively associated with imitation in the 

structural model for the whole sample, but not in the multigroup model (for none of the two countries). Finally, 

age and sex were found to be significantly negatively associated with modeling in the structural model for the 

whole sample, but not in the multigroup model (for none of the two countries).



 

Table 4. Standardized Path Coefficients of the Multigroup Model for Escape and Imitation in Italian  

and Dutch Respondents (N = 554) With T-Test Results to Compare Coefficients. 

 Connectedness with SMIs 

 Escape Imitation 

 
Italian  

(R² = .140) 

Dutch  

(R² = .115) 
t-test 

Italian  

(R² = .254) 

Dutch  

(R² = .177) 
t-test 

 β p β p t p β p β p t p 

Social connectedness in the offline 

context 
−.09 .177 −.17 .056 8.78 < .001 −.12 .071 .04 .677 24.17 < .001 

Social connectedness in the offline-

online context 
−.15 .030 −.03 .732 18.84 < .001 −.09 .160 −.20 .026 13.86 < .001 

Social connectedness in the online 

context 
.16 .005 .01 .929 25.33 < .001 .09 .092 .19 .016 18.68 < .001 

Social self-efficacy .06 .334 .13 .117 12.17 < .001 .02 .679 −.02 .796 7.55 < .001 

Problematic social media use .21 .001 .30 .000 16.42 < .001 .35 .000 .32 .000 4.50 < .001 

Age −.09 .113 −.04 .564 9.30 < .001 −.09 .090 −.12 .114 3.84 < .001 

Sex (0 = male, 1 = female) −.17 .001 −.12 .101 19.37 < .001 −.24 .000 −.18 .019 27.75 < .001 

 

Table 5. Standardized Path Coefficients of the Multigroup Model for Modeling and Aspiration in Italian  

and Dutch Respondents (N = 554) With T-Test Results to Compare Coefficients. 

 Connectedness with SMIs 

 Modeling Aspiration 

 
Italian  

(R² = .140) 

Dutch  

(R² = .115) 
t-test 

Italian  

(R² = .254) 

Dutch  

(R² = .177) 
t-test 

 β p β p t p Β p β p t p 

Social connectedness in the offline 

context 
−.12 .078 .03 .775 21.81 < .001 −.10 .222 −.04 .752 −8.38 < .001 

Social connectedness in the 

offline-online context 
−.11 .096 .03, .767 20.78 < .001 −.08 .353 .20 .102 30.73 < .001 

Social connectedness in the online 

context 
.07 .211 .11 .210 7.10 < .001 .11 .124 .01 .909 12.13 < .001 

Social self-efficacy .01 .825 −.00 .971 2.47 .014 .24 .000 .14 .226 14.02 < .001 

Problematic social media use .31 .000 .13 .092 28.11 < .001 .41 .000 .29 .005 16.64 < .001 

Age −.07 .222 −.03 .709 −7.21 < .001 −.36 .000 −.19 .057 26.86 < .001 

Sex (0 = male, 1 = female) −.09 .090 .01 .886 −20.96 < .001 −.29 .000 −.14 .168 35.60 < .001 

Discussion 

The results shed light on the individual characteristics and demographic factors associated with connectedness to 

favorite SMI among young adults with particular attention to cross-national differences between Italian and Dutch 

respondents. Specifically, this study considers the perception of social connectedness developed in offline, online, 

and combined offline-online contexts, social self-efficacy, problematic social media use, and sociodemographic 

variables such as age, sex. Through multigroup analysis, the findings reveal that the patterns of association among 

these variables and connectedness with SMIs differ between the two country groups, suggesting that cultural 

context plays a meaningful role in shaping how young adults engage with SMIs.  

Social Connectedness and Connectedness With SMIs 

One of the strengths of this study was the analysis of offline, online, and combined offline-online social 

connectedness as distinct constructs. Specifically, considering the different uses that individuals make of social 

media, such as starting or maintaining relationships that also exist offline or exclusively interacting online with 

people, we expanded the concept of social connectedness by distinguishing three relational contexts: exclusively 

offline, offline-online, and exclusively online. Previous studies demonstrate that the perception of social 

connectedness varies depending on the context, whether online or offline, in which individuals interact (Grieve et 



al., 2013; Riedl et al., 2013; Valkenburg & Peter, 2009). For example, Grieve et al. (2013) demonstrated that social 

connectedness derived from Facebook is distinct from, yet related to, the experience of social connectedness that 

is derived from offline interactions. This can be explained by the fact that using social media allows users to 

respond to social needs in a different way from face-to-face interactions, and consequently, users will experience 

a differentiated perception of social connectedness (Sheldon et al., 2011). Our results reflect this differentiation, 

showing that not all forms of social connectedness are equally associated with the various dimensions of 

connectedness to SMIs. Specifically, offline and offline-online connectedness were negatively associated with the 

escape dimension, while exclusively online connectedness showed a positive association. Similarly, imitation was 

negatively related to offline-online social connectedness and positively linked to exclusively online social 

connectedness. With regard to the escape dimension, the findings partially confirm our hypotheses and align 

more closely with theories that frame PSRs as compensatory mechanisms in the absence of satisfying face-to-face 

interactions (Baek et al., 2013; Liu, 2025), rather than as an extension of one’s social competence (Hartmann, 2017; 

Tukachinsky et al., 2020). In particular, the escape dimension may reflect the emotional function of such 

engagement, particularly when individuals lack strong social bonds in face-to-face or blended contexts. On the 

contrary, online social connectedness appears to be linked to this kind of engagement with SMIs by increasing 

opportunities for parasocial interaction (Ballantine & Martin, 2005; Liu, 2025). Imitation, understood as a basic 

form of social learning (Bandura, 2001), appears to be more strongly stimulated in exclusively online contexts, 

where users tend to reproduce the behaviors and styles of SMIs, often encouraged by peer dynamics within digital 

communities. This is consistent with previous studies that emphasize the link between participation in online 

contexts, such as fan communities, and the development of PSRs with SMIs (Ballantine & Martin, 2005; Chung & 

Cho, 2017; Liu, 2025). Followers perceive SMIs as taste and opinion leaders, and this perception triggers a desire 

to imitate them, thereby strengthening the parasocial bond (Ki & Y.-K., Kim, 2019). This aligns with H. Kim (2022), 

who found that social presence in SMIs' advertising posts, along with the perception of social interaction within 

communities, significantly predicts followers' intention to imitate SMIs. Conversely, individuals embedded in richer 

face-to-face networks, with frequent offline interactions, may be less inclined to imitate SMIs, as their behavioral 

models are drawn from direct, reciprocal relationships. 

Taken together, these findings not only highlight the differences between relational dynamics in online and offline 

contexts, but also suggest that connectedness with media characters, as theorized by Russel et al. (2004), 

encompasses a distinct nuance of connection developed and internalized through social or parasocial experiences 

(Branch et al., 2013; Lakey et al., 2014; Lee et al., 2001). Social connectedness developed across offline and online 

contexts was associated only with initial and less elaborated forms of parasocial engagement (i.e., escape and 

imitation), rather than with deeper processes of identification and internalization such as aspiration or modeling, 

which are instead presumed to involve more intrapersonal and identity related dynamics. 

Social Self-Efficacy and Connectedness With SMIs 

The findings provide only partial support for the hypotheses concerning the role of social self-efficacy in 

connectedness with SMIs. Specifically, social self-efficacy was positively associated only with aspiration, while no 

significant associations emerged with escape, imitation or modeling. This suggests that individuals who feel 

confident in their social abilities may not engage with SMIs by directly imitating them or replicating their behaviors, 

but rather by identifying with them as personal ideals and symbolic figures of success. According to Russell et al. 

(2004), aspiration denotes the desire to emulate a media character as a personal ideal, an internalized, goal-

oriented process that differs from surface-level imitation or observational modeling. From this perspective, 

aspiration may represent a more reflective and selective form of parasocial engagement, where individuals high 

in social self-efficacy seek inspiration aligned with their own values and ambitions (Taddeo, 2023). The absence of 

associations with imitation and modeling may indicate that individuals that perceived themself as socially 

competent do not rely on SMIs for direct behavioral guidance, but instead extract motivational cues from them. 

Likewise, the lack of a negative association with escape suggests that low social self-efficacy alone may not be 

sufficient to predict compensatory or avoidant parasocial use, possibly pointing to the effect of additional 

moderating variables such (e.g., emotional regulation, loneliness). Overall, these findings emphasize that social 

self-efficacy shapes the quality, not just the presence, of parasocial bonds with SMIs, favoring forms of 

engagement that reflect internal motivation and identity development (de Lenne et al., 2020; Hoffner & Bond, 

2022; Lajnef, 2023; Taddeo, 2023). 

  



Problematic Social Media Use and Connectedness With SMIs 

Regarding the association between problematic social media use and connectedness with favorite SMI, the results 

confirm Hypothesis 5a-d. Specifically, as expected, positive and significant associations were found for all 

dimensions of connectedness with SMIs (i.e., escape, imitation, modeling, and aspiration). The present study's 

results are in line with the existing literature on this issue, expanding it further. Previous studies have already 

demonstrated the positive link between internet or social media addiction and PSRs with SMIs. Excessive and 

problematic internet and social media use predisposes individuals to increase their parasocial interactions and 

thus strengthen their bond with SMIs (Ballantine & Martin, 2005; de Bérail & Bungener, 2022; Tatem & Ingram, 

2022). Additionally, our study underlined that problematic social media use is related to different facets of bonding 

with SMIs. Specifically, it is not only connected to the users’ predisposition to use SMIs content to escape from life 

stressors (i.e., escape), but also to parasocial processes more deeply related to identification processes (i.e., 

aspiration, imitation, modeling). 

Demographics Variables (i.e., Age, Sex) and Connectedness With SMIs 

The present study findings underline that dimensions of connectedness with SMIs can vary based on age and sex. 

Our hypotheses are partially confirmed. Regarding age, the present study found that younger respondents were 

more likely than older ones to engage in imitation, modeling, and aspiration toward their favorite SMIs, indicating 

a stronger inclination to mirror behaviors, adopt values, and view influencers as personal ideals. No significant 

association was observed between age and the escape dimension. These findings are consistent with prior 

research suggesting that younger individuals tend to show greater interest in and involvement with media figures 

and celebrities compared to older age groups (Giles & Maltby, 2004; Gleason et al., 2017; Liebers & Schramm, 

2019). This engagement among younger generations is thought to be particularly tied to their developmental need 

for social connection and identity formation beyond the family context (Dinkha et al., 2015). 

Regarding the role of sex, results indicate that males scored higher on escape, imitation, modeling, and aspiration 

compared to females. Thus, our findings run contrary to most of the previous literature, which found that women 

show higher involvement than men in PSRs (Liebers & Schramm, 2019). However, other studies suggest that male 

and female users not only show diverse preferences related to SMIs content (e.g., female users are more inclined 

to follow SMIs profiles focused on beauty and fashion; Djafarova & Rushworth, 2017) but also exhibit different 

engagement patterns with SMIs. Gleason et al. (2017) underlined gender differences in the quality of developing 

parasocial bonds among early adolescents, finding that boys perceive media figures as authority figures or 

mentors, while girls imagine more egalitarian parasocial relationships. This finding could support our results 

regarding the male tendency to choose SMIs primarily to find a media model to imitate, admire, and aspire. Thus, 

this result could be related to socially shared gender norms. Boys may be encouraged to seek role models that 

reflect independence, success, and competitiveness, traits that are more visible in the world of SMIs, who often 

present themselves as successful individuals or those with a certain status. Furthermore, regarding the escape 

dimension, the result seems consistent with the literature on sex differences related to the use of new 

technologies, which shows that boys spend more time than girls on entertainment-related tasks (Willoughby & 

Myrick, 2019).  

Country Differences in Connectedness With SMIs 

The multigroup analysis revealed several cross-national differences in the associations between investigated 

variables and diverse dimensions of connectedness with SMIs, suggesting that cultural background may shape the 

ways in which users engage with SMIs, even in countries with similar individualistic orientations such as Italy and 

the Netherlands.  

Firstly, online-offline social connectedness was negatively associated with the escape dimension only among 

Italian respondents, whereas among Dutch respondents, it was negatively associated with imitation. A similar 

pattern emerged for exclusively online social connectedness, which was positively associated with escape only 

among Italians, and positively associated with imitation only among the Dutch. These findings suggest that, for 

Italians, social bonds developed across both online and offline contexts may reduce the tendency to engage in 

PSRs with SMIs as a form of escape. This may be because social media is primarily used to complement and 

reinforce pre-existing face-to-face relationships, rather than replace them. In contrast, exclusively online ties 



among Italians may serve as a channel for emotional compensation, reflecting a stronger affective investment in 

digital interactions, including parasocial bonds. For Dutch respondents, blended connections may be perceived as 

more authentic and anchored in everyday reality, which could diminish the inclination to imitate idealized 

influencer behaviors. However, exclusively online connectedness among Dutch respondents appears to be 

associated with a more cognitively driven form of engagement with SMIs, possibly reflecting a more goal-oriented 

or content-based interaction style (Trombin & Veglianti, 2020). Thus, while for Italian, connectedness rooted in 

social media interactions with offline acquaintances or exclusively with online contacts appears more related to 

entertainment or emotional compensation, for Dutch respondents it may serve more identity-relevant purposes, 

leading to a more critical or selective engagement with SMIs.  

Social self-efficacy was positively associated with aspiration only in the Italian sample, indicating that Italian users 

with greater confidence in their social skills are more likely to select idealized SMIs as personal role models. This 

may reflect a greater cultural emphasis on admiration of aspirational or non-symmetrical figures within Italian 

social norms (Martino, 2019). Conversely, no such relationship was found among Dutch respondents, possibly 

indicating a more pragmatic or critical approach to SMIs, even among socially confident individuals. 

Similarly, problematic social media use was positively related to modeling only among Italians, suggesting that 

excessive or dysregulated media use may facilitate identification with SMIs through observational assimilation. 

This pattern was absent in the Dutch sample, aligning with prior evidence that Dutch youth may exhibit more 

detached or exploratory engagement with SMIs, as seen in their preference for aesthetic rather than emotionally 

loaded content (Trombin & Veglianti, 2020). 

In terms of demographic variables, the Italian sample showed a stronger developmental orientation toward SMIs. 

Specifically, younger Italian respondents were more likely to aspire to be like their favorite SMIs, possibly reflecting 

greater reliance on media figures in identity construction outside traditional family contexts (Dinkha et al., 2015). 

Furthermore, Italian males were more inclined to use SMIs as a means of escape or as aspirational figures, a 

finding that adds nuance to gendered engagement with SMIs and may reflect a culturally embedded search for 

alternative models of masculinity in media environments. Finally, the higher explained variance observed in the 

Italian sample, particularly for modeling, aspiration, and imitation, may reflect cross-cultural differences in how 

young adults engage with SMIs, with social and cultural factors possibly amplifying the relevance of these 

predictors in the Italian context. 

Taken together, these results support earlier claims that cultural background relates not only to content 

preferences but also to the psychological mechanisms underlying media engagement (Liebes & Katz, 1990; Schmid 

& Klimmt, 2011).  

Limitations 

The present study has several limitations that should be addressed in future research. First, the use of self-report 

measures may have introduced a social desirability bias. However, collecting data online may have mitigated this 

effect by providing respondents with a greater sense of privacy. Second, the design of our study, a cross-sectional 

online survey, did not allow us to investigate causality. Longitudinal research is needed to establish the temporal 

order of the associations. Third, some of the measures used were adapted scales, such as the Influencer 

Connectedness scale and Social Connectedness scales applied to both online and offline-online contexts. Further 

validation studies are needed to test the reliability of these scales in different populations. For the Influencer 

Connectedness scale with its four dimensions specifically (dependent variables of the present study, included in 

the model as latent variables; Russell et al., 2004), measurement invariance across both countries was tested and 

not supported, which indicates that the factor loadings differ for the two samples and supports our claim for the 

need for further testing of the scale among different populations. Additionally, future studies could also include 

the two excluded dimensions, i.e., fashion and paraphernalia of Russell et al.'s (2004) scale.  

There were also a few shortcomings related to the samples. Convenience samples were recruited among Italian 

and Dutch university students and therefore the generalizability of the results can be questioned. Future studies 

should involve respondents with more diverse backgrounds. Although respondents were recruited from two 

countries, the findings are only applicable to Italian and Dutch university students. Cross-cultural studies are 

essential for understanding how certain behaviors vary across cultures and how national characteristics are 

associated with these behaviors. Therefore, it is critical to replicate studies across different countries, among 

representative samples in those countries. Finally, another sample limitation pertains to the sex imbalance in the 



sample, with more girls than boys completing the survey. Potential reasons for this imbalance might be the 

presence of more female students than male students within the student populations in which the samples were 

recruited, or perhaps females were more interested in the study topic compared to males (e.g., Liebers & 

Schramm, 2019). Future research should aim to recruit more balanced samples. However, it is important to note 

that the variables under investigation were included as predictors in the regression analyses, indicating that their 

associations with the outcome variables were taken into account. Lastly, data were collected between March 2022 

and June 2022, and respondents were asked to respond based on the past year of their lives, a period affected by 

COVID-19-related restrictions. Future studies could replicate this research to confirm the relationships between 

the investigated variables.  

Conclusion  

The present study expands the current knowledge on the relationship between diverse psychosocial factors and 

the connectedness with SMIs, also considering the role of cultural context. In particular, the present study explores 

this relationship by taking into account a continuum of relational patterns with SMIs, i.e., from entertainment to 

involvement with an SMI as a role model (Russell et al., 2004). Additionally, the present study also considered 

different sources of social connectedness, i.e., online, offline, and offline-online contexts, with the aim of 

disentangling the complex interplay between online and face-to-face relationships and experiences. 

Regarding the perception of social connection, the results suggest that social connectedness developed across 

offline and online contexts is associated with parasocial bonds with one’s favorite SMI only in relation to the 

dimensions of escape and imitation, forms of engagement that are typically more superficial and less identity-

driven. In other words, feeling connected or disconnected in one’s social environment, and the ability to maintain 

interpersonal relationships, appear to be significantly associated with basic levels of engagement with SMIs, rather 

than deeper forms of identification or internalization. 

In contrast, social self-efficacy was positively associated with the aspiration dimension, indicating that individuals 

who perceive themselves as socially competent are more inclined to engage with SMIs in a selective and identity-

oriented way, aspiring to media figures perceived as successful and attainable role models (Taddeo, 2023). 

Additionally, and consistent with previous findings (e.g., Ballantine & Martin, 2005; de Bérail & Bungener, 2022; 

Tatem & Ingram, 2022), excessive and dysfunctional social media use was positively associated with all four 

dimensions of connectedness with SMIs, reinforcing the idea that intense engagement with influencers may reflect 

broader difficulties in media self-regulation. 

Furthermore, age-related differences confirmed prior literature, showing that younger individuals are more prone 

to develop parasocial bonds, particularly those related to aspiration (). However, findings on sex differences, in 

contrast with previous studies, invite further exploration of how gender interacts with different forms of SMI 

engagement and with social norms that shape motivations and relational styles (Gleason et al., 2017). This 

perspective is reinforced by the cross-national differences observed, which suggest that cultural and social norms 

are closely related to the quality and motivational underpinnings of parasocial connectedness. 

Finally, the study offers some practical implications. From a marketing standpoint, the findings highlight the 

importance of tailoring influencer strategies not only to demographic characteristics such as age and gender, but 

especially to the SMI’s capacity to foster an engaged and interactive follower community (e.g., Chung & Cho, 2017; 

Gong & Huang, 2023; Liu, 2025). From an educational perspective, schools and universities should consider 

implementing media literacy programs to help students critically assess influencer content and reduce the risk of 

excessive or uncritical engagement, particularly among younger users, those who engage predominantly in online-

only social interactions, and individuals exhibiting signs of problematic social media use (Ballantine & Martin, 2005; 

Farivar et al., 2022; Liu, 2025). 
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