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Consumption of celebrity gossip is proposed as a novel means of coping with social exclusion threats. Learning about celebrities’
personal lives via gossip articles makes them appear more relatable, enhancing readers’ feelings of closeness with them. Thus,
consuming celebrity gossip vicariously satisfies the desire for affiliation that increases post threat.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Despite the immense popularity of celebrity gossip magazines
and websites, little research exists on people’s motivations for consuming celebrity gossip as compared to the substantial literature on
interpersonal gossip (e.g., Fine and Rosnow 1978; Martinescu, Janssen, and Nijstad 2014; Wert and Salovey 2004). Gossip, defined as
evaluative talk about absent third parties (Eder and Enke 1991; Foster 2004), is considered a good means to obtain private and secret
information about persons that may not be accessible via a direct
conversation. This is particularly true for celebrity gossip since most
people cannot engage in one-on-one conversations with celebrities.
While it may seem that people would not consider celebrities a part
of their social circle and thus should not be interested in their personal lives, it has been argued that people often develop “parasocial” –
one-sided – relationships with celebrities, as a consequence of being
repeatedly exposed to them on mass and social media (Horton and
Wohl 1956; Labrecque 2014). They become as invested in the celebrities’ personal lives as they would be in their friends’ (McAndrew
and Milenkovic 2002). Could celebrity gossip consumption further
this process of parasocial bonding and provide emotional comfort
when one needs it? That is the question we address in this research.
Based on De Backer et al. (2007) and McDonnell (2014), we
define celebrity gossip as speculative media content about relatively
unknown aspects of celebrities’ personal lives, presented in an evaluative manner. Since knowledge of intimate details about celebrities’
lives could make people feel closer to these celebrities, we conjecture that celebrity gossip consumption may serve as an affiliationbased coping mechanism – especially in response to social exclusion
threats.
It is well-known that people seek affiliation, particularly with
close others, after social exclusion experiences (Bernstein et al.
2010; Maner et al. 2007; Park and Maner 2009). Thus, to the extent
that celebrities are perceived as “friends” (parasocial relationship;
Giles 2002; Peng et al. 2015), people may seek affiliation with celebrities too when under an exclusion threat. Through our three experimental studies, we show that learning about the celebrities’ personal
lives by consuming gossip articles is not only a means to satisfy this
affiliation desire but is also a means of subconsciously reinforcing
the parasocial bond with them.
In study 1, we investigate the impact of an affiliation-related
threat (social exclusion) and two affiliation-unrelated threats (intelligence, personal control) on participants’ proclivity for celebrity gossip (vs. non-gossip) articles. Three-hundred-eleven MTurk participants were randomly assigned to one of the three threats or a baseline/
no threat condition – all manipulated using an experience recall task
(Han, Duhachek, and Rucker 2015). In a second “unrelated study,”
they were asked to choose between four article titles for reading –
two gossip (e.g., “Jennifer Aniston hasn’t given up on love after Justin Theroux split”) and two non-gossip (e.g., “Bohemian Rhapsody is
now the highest-grossing musical biopic”) – pretested to be equally
interesting, entertaining, etc. This article choice (gossip vs. non-gossip) served as our dependent variable. In line with our theorizing,
we found that the preference for celebrity gossip was significantly
higher for the participants under the exclusion threat than those under the two affiliation-unrelated threats (Maffiliation-related-threat=38.5%,
Maffiliation-unrelated-threats=24.7%; χ2(1,N=232)=4.749, p=0.029), and also

than those in the baseline condition (Mbaseline=12.7%). Study 1 thus
suggests that celebrity gossip consumption might be an affiliationrelated means of coping.
In study 2, we explicitly test the underlying process – specifically whether a desire to affiliate with close others (DACO) mediates the impact of social exclusion on celebrity gossip consumption.
The design was similar to study 1 but with additional measures for
DACO (e.g., “Right now how much would you like to:” “Hang out
with friends?,” “Make plans with a significant other?;” Park and
Maner 2009) and for escapism (adapted from Duhachek and Oakley
2007) as potential mediators. Again, the proportion of participants
choosing a gossip article was significantly higher in the social exclusion condition than in the baseline condition (Mexclusion-threat=40.8%,
Mbaseline=22.9%; χ2(1,N=208) =7.71, p=0.005). The effect of exclusion on gossip article choice was partially mediated by DACO (coefficient=0.088, SE=0.078, 90% CI=0.003 to 0.268; PROCESS Model
4, Hayes, 2013) but not by escapism (coefficient=0.046, SE=0.055,
90% CI=-0.006 to 0.194), thus ruling the latter out as an alternate
process explanation. Studies 1 and 2, therefore, demonstrate that
celebrity gossip offers an avenue for affiliation-based coping post
certain self-threats and that people can seek emotional comfort in
parasocial relationships with celebrities – much like they do in regular interpersonal relationships. We further explore this in study 3.
In study 3, we examine whether consuming celebrity gossip
(following social exclusion) actually makes people feel closer to
the target celebrity (the subject of the gossip). In other words, we
assess how celebrity gossip vicariously fulfills the desire for social
affiliation activated after a self-threat. Two-hundred-thirteen undergraduate participants, all primed to experience social exclusion, were
randomly assigned to read a gossip article about a popular celebrity
(Ariana Grande) or a non-gossip one. They were then asked to indicate their closeness with Ariana on the “Inclusion of Other in the
Self” scale (Aron, Aron, and Smollan 1992). They were also asked
about her perceived relatability and authenticity. As expected, we
found that those who read the gossip article felt significantly closer
to Ariana than those who read the non-gossip article (Mgossip=2.45,
Mnon-gossip=2.07; F(1,211) =4.06, p=0.045), and also perceived her
to be more relatable and authentic than the participants in the nongossip condition. The effect of gossip consumption on the closeness
felt with the celebrity was mediated by perceived relatability but not
by perceived authenticity.
Taken together, our studies provide insights into why celebrity
gossip consumption is higher following social exclusion threats, and
how this consumption vicariously satisfies the desire for social affiliation. This research thus gives further credence to the idea that people
engage in one-sided/parasocial relationships with celebrities (Horton
and Wohl 1956; Labrecque 2014), which is facilitated via celebrity
gossip articles. We also contribute to the literature on compensatory
consumption (Mandel et al. 2017) by demonstrating celebrity gossip
consumption as a previously unexplored form of coping behavior.

REFERENCES

Aron, Arthur, Elaine N Aron, and Danny Smollan (1992),
“Inclusion of Other in the Self Scale and the Structure of
Interpersonal Closeness.,” Journal of Personality and Social
Psychology, 63(4), 596–612.

560

Advances in Consumer Research
Volume 48, ©2020

Advances in Consumer Research (Volume 48) / 561
Bernstein, Michael J., Donald F. Sacco, Christina M. Brown,
Steven G. Young, and Heather M. Claypool (2010), “A
Preference for Genuine Smiles Following Social Exclusion,”
Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 46(1), 196–99.
De Backer, Charlotte J. S., Mark Nelissen, Patrick Vyncke, Johan
Braeckman, and Francis T. McAndrew (2007), “Celebrities:
From Teachers to Friends,” Human Nature, 18(4), 334–54.
Duhachek, Adam and James L. Oakley (2007), “Mapping the
Hierarchical Structure of Coping: Unifying Empirical and
Theoretical Perspectives,” Journal of Consumer Psychology,
17(3), 216–33.
Eder, Donna and Janet Lynne Enke (1991), “The Structure
of Gossip: Opportunities and Constraints on Collective
Expression among Adolescents,” American Sociological
Review, 56(4), 494–508.
Fine, Gary Alan and Ralph L. Rosnow (1978), “Gossip, Gossipers,
Gossiping,” Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 4(1),
161–68.
Foster, Eric K. (2004), “Research on Gossip: Taxonomy, Methods,
and Future Directions,” Review of General Psychology, 8(2),
78–99.
Giles, David C. (2002), “Parasocial Interaction: A Review of
the Literature and a Model for Future Research,” Media
Psychology, 4(3), 279–305.
Han, DaHee, Adam Duhachek, and Derek D. Rucker (2015),
“Distinct Threats, Common Remedies: How Consumers Cope
with Psychological Threat,” Journal of Consumer Psychology,
25(4), 531–45.
Hayes, Andrew F. (2013), Introduction to Mediation, Moderation,
and Conditional Process Analysis: A Regression-Based
Approach, New York, NY: Guilford Press.
Horton, Donald and R. Richard Wohl (1956), “Mass
Communication and Para-Social Interaction,” Psychiatry,
19(3), 215–29.

Labrecque, Lauren I. (2014), “Fostering Consumer–Brand
Relationships in Social Media Environments: The Role of
Parasocial Interaction,” Journal of Interactive Marketing,
28(2), 134–48.
Mandel, Naomi, Derek D. Rucker, Jonathan Levav, and Adam D.
Galinsky (2017), “The Compensatory Consumer Behavior
Model: How Self-Discrepancies Drive Consumer Behavior,”
Journal of Consumer Psychology, 27(1), 133–46.
Maner, Jon K., C. Nathan DeWall, Roy F. Baumeister, and
Mark Schaller (2007), “Does Social Exclusion Motivate
Interpersonal Reconnection? Resolving the ‘Porcupine
Problem,’” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology,
92(1), 42–55.
Martinescu, Elena, Onne Janssen, and Bernard A. Nijstad (2014),
“Tell Me the Gossip: The Self-Evaluative Function of
Receiving Gossip About Others,” Personality and Social
Psychology Bulletin, 40(12), 1668–80.
McAndrew, Francis T. and Megan A. Milenkovic (2002), “Of
Tabloids and Family Secrets: The Evolutionary Psychology
of Gossip,” Journal of Applied Social Psychology, 32(5),
1064–82.
McDonnell, Andrea M. (2014), Reading Celebrity Gossip
Magazines, Cambridge, UK: Polity Press.
Park, Lora E. and Jon K. Maner (2009), “Does Self-Threat
Promote Social Connection? The Role of Self-Esteem and
Contingencies of Self-Worth,” Journal of Personality and
Social Psychology, 96(1), 203–17.
Peng, X., Y. Li, P. Wang, L. Mo, and Q. Chen (2015), “The Ugly
Truth: Negative Gossip about Celebrities and Positive Gossip
about Self Entertain People in Different Ways.,” Social
Neuroscience, 10(3), 320–36.
Wert, Sarah R. and Peter Salovey (2004), “A Social Comparison
Account of Gossip,” Review of General Psychology, 8(2),
122–137.

