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Twitter is a relatively new social media website and a good option for 

celebrities who want to chat with their fans without having to give away 

personal access information. This paper presents an analysis of a sample 

of the Twitter accounts of 12 entertainment media celebrities, 6 males 

and 6 females, all taken from 2009-2012 Twitter feeds. Since little is 

known about Twitter, a grounded theory approach for this study was 

used. Twitter can be used to learn about parasocial interaction, the 

unreciprocated interaction between individuals of differing status and 

knowledge of one another. This analysis provides a first step in that 

endeavor. Results showed that there was a great deal of variety from 

celebrity to celebrity in the ways Twitter was being used. All coded 

celebrities used Twitter to communicate both with other celebrities and 

with members of the public or fans about their work as well as personal 

likes and dislikes, conveying information that revealed personal activities 

that are not typically shared in other forums. Although fans connecting 

with celebrities via Twitter have some limited access to communicate 

with the celebrity, we conclude that the relationship is still parasocial in 

spite of the occasional reply a fan might receive. Our analysis showed 

that for celebrities who were using Twitter, the dialogue is serious, 

meaningful, and appears to have impact for those participating.  

 

In the last two to three years, social media have proliferated on the 

Internet. Web sites like MySpace, Facebook, and LiveJournal made it 

possible for people who had minimal Internet skills to set up personal 

pages wherein they could share a daily posting of thoughts, philosophies 

and ideals, photographs, web links and other items of interest with an 

audience. Celebrities also have availed themselves of social media, but in 

each of the above cases, in order to give access to audience members or 

fans, the application often gave away an undesirable level of access to 

personal information.  

MySpace is a good example of this. On one’s MySpace page are a list 

of friends and their pages, personal photographs, and other potentially 
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sensitive information. Some celebrities got around this problem by 

setting up MySpace fan pages where only public information was 

included, but such sites were mostly run by assistants and a personal 

touch was often missing.  

In late 2008, a new social media website became prominent on the 

Internet as a good alternative for celebrities who wanted to chat with 

their fans on a personal level without having to give access to personal 

information. Twitter is that web site, and Tweeting has become popular, 

not only with celebrities, but with the public at large. While Twitter use 

is far from universal, a recent Pew Internet study showed that one in five 

Internet users is now using either Twitter or a similar status updating 

program (Forrestal, 2011; Fox et al. 2009). Forrestal suggested that 

Twitter is a good starting place for a conversation with the opportunity to 

carry the conversation to other levels outside of the service. Clearly 

Twitter has great potential for all kinds of communication. Hargittai & 

Litt (2011) found that interest in celebrities and entertainment news in 

general was a significant predictor of Twitter use for the population of 

young adults that they sampled in their study.  

What is unique about Twitter from the celebrity point of view? Most 

importantly, fans can send the celebrity personal messages without the 

celebrity needing to grant access to a personal page or site. The celebrity 

can reply in kind, again without having to join the fan’s page or without 

forming any kind of formal connection with the fan. If a fan is 

inappropriate, the celebrity can “block” that fan. A celebrity can read or 

not read “Tweets” from fans as he or she chooses, and fans don’t know if 

their messages are being read unless the celebrity replies. So, as Hargittai 

& Litt (2011, p. 825) observed, “Users can follow one another’s content 

without reciprocal obligation,” a point that is especially important when 

one of the users is a celebrity.  

In an era where problems with both stalkers and potentially 

inappropriate fans are always possible (Dietz et al, 1991; Ferris, 2001; 

Maltby et al., 2006), Twitter offers a safe forum for interaction with fans. 

On Twitter home pages are users' basic information, a list and number of 

who they are following, and another list and number of who is following 

them. The main part of the page is the “Tweets,” the messages that the 

user has posted. This is true for all users, whether or not they are 

celebrities. For a private message, the user is the only one who can read 

it, and private messages can only be sent to someone who is following 

you. Previous research has shown that Twitter accounts with the largest 

number of users are celebrity accounts. Actors like Ashton Kutcher and 

Oprah Winfrey, or politicians like Al Gore are the most likely candidates 

for large Twitter followings (Kwak et al, 2010; Marwick, 2010).  
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Academic (i.e. Ebsco Host) searches on “Twitter” yield books about 

how to market or conduct business using Twitter, e.g. "How Twitter will 

Change the Way We Live” (Johnson, 2009) or articles about how to help 

students enhance their social presence online (Dunlap & Lowenthal, 

2009). Research about how Twitter is being used is limited thus far, and 

much of that is contained in recent conference presentations (boyd et al., 

2010; Kwak et al., 2010).  This is most likely because Twitter only came 

into mainstream use in Fall, 2008 (Herwig, 2009; Marwick & boyd, 

2011). Herwig defines “mainstream” as “the phase when it has come into 

contact with other more powerful socioeconomic spheres that impose 

their own logic on it” (p. 2). For example, Usenet went “mainstream” in 

Fall of 1994 when it was made part of an online AOL package. The 

comparable event for Twitter was when Oprah Winfrey publicized her 

account on TV in the fall of 2008.   

Oprah was not the only celebrity to use Twitter for promotional 

purposes. MC Hammer (Hammer, 2009) connected his television show, 

Hammertime, to social media with satisfying results. He reflected that 

“the use of social media outlets effectively shortens the distance between 

the content that is created and produced for a brand and the consumer 

like no other medium. The same is true with celebrities, artists, and 

entertainers like me who are now closer to fans than we’ve ever really 

been before” (p.8).  

The study of Parasocial Interaction (PSI; Horton & Wohl, 1956; 

Rubin and McHugh, 1987) examines the relationship between celebrities, 

who are well known to their fans, and fans, who are known very little, if 

at all, by celebrities. Twitter appears to be a new forum for PSI that 

allows for the possibility that fans, both individually and as a group, 

might become better known to the celebrities whom they follow. Since 

PSI can lead to a Parasocial Relationship (PSR) and ultimately to a 

Parasocial Attachment (PSA) (Stever, 2010, 2013), and since all levels of 

the parasocial realm have implications for individual lifespan 

development, developmental psychologists in particular should 

understand the impact of social media and how it enhances 

PSI/PSR/PSA. It is equally important for social psychologists who study 

celebrities and how they interface with the public (Giles, 2003, 2010) to 

understand social media interaction in a theoretical context similar to 

things studied in everyday face-to-face interaction like attribution, 

reciprocity, attraction, and affiliation. These can be assessed within this 

realm of mediated interactions to see if the same rules apply there as they 

do in in-person interaction.  

By developing Grounded Theory codes (Strauss, 1987) for Tweets, 

and studying the incidence of those codes for a variety of celebrities, it is 

hoped that psychologists will begin to ascertain the significance of 
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Twitter in ongoing fan/celebrity encounters and PSI. This study and the 

previous study by Stever (2011b), developed and tested such a coding 

schema for celebrities posting on Twitter. A coding protocol based on 

one celebrity’s Tweets was then applied to the messages of other 

celebrities. The current paper seeks increasingly more generalizable 

conclusions about the ways that celebrities are using Twitter to 

communicate with the public. 

 

METHOD 
In an area where there were no clear precedents, a decision was made 

at the outset of this research as to which methodology would be most 

effective. Two methods for qualitative analysis of text existed for which 

the first researcher had experience, Qualitative Content Analysis (QCA) 

(Altheide, 1987) and Grounded Theory Open Coding (Strauss, 1987). It 

was clear that coding Tweets would have to be done by people with some 

familiarity with Twitter and some knowledge of “Twitterspeak.” In 

addition, some familiarity with the career of the celebrity being coded 

would be necessary as the format of 140 characters or less meant that 

messages would be truncated.  

Grounded Theory (Strauss, 1987) is a recognized system of using 

open coding to generate "key word" codes for a body of text. It is used in 

cases where little or no theory exists for the phenomenon of interest. One 

codes an initial set of documents and generates codes, and then goes on 

to subsequent documents with those codes to look for recurring instances 

of the codes. The researcher remains open to new codes that didn't appear 

in the original document. At this level of analysis, multiple coders or 

inter-rater reliabilities are not used.  

The bulk of the work undertaken for this study used Grounded 

Theory open coding, although there was one round of rudimentary 

Qualitative Content Analysis (QCA) (Altheide, 1987) conducted towards 

the beginning of the study (and more is planned for the future). Grounded 

Theory analysis includes a very clear set of steps involving early data 

collection and creation of categories, subsequent further collection of 

data, and then the writing of memos about that data (see Strauss, 1987, p. 

23 for more detail).  The current study followed those steps.  

The study began with the Tweets of Josh Groban, as participant-

observer study in his fan group had been ongoing, at that time, for about 

three years. Knowledge of Groban’s career, his fans, and Groban himself, 

facilitated this initial round of coding. A first round of Grounded Theory 

coding was done by the first researcher and three themes were observed 

(Strauss, 1987). Four Groban fans who were familiar with Twitter were 

then recruited to undertake the QCA (Altheide, 1987) coding of these 

three themes. In this approach, a database manager (in this case, Excel) is 
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used to organize codes. Each coded Tweet had its own column in the 

database, and each of the four coders was a row. We started the process 

with a “practice round” where everyone coded the same 25 Tweets and 

then discussed the results. This helped everyone understand how to code 

and what the first codes we were using meant.  

The three aspects of Tweets identified in the first round of grounded 

theory coding of 250 Tweets were origin, audience, and serious vs. 

humorous intent. Origin refers to whether or not the Tweet was written 

solely by the celebrity, or whether it was a reply to someone else’s Tweet 

(using the @), or a ReTweet (RT) which is simply the reposting of a 

Tweet that someone else had written. On Twitter, in order to reply to 

someone, you use @ plus the person’s Twitter name, i.e. @joshgroban  if 

you want your Tweet to go to his Twitter feed. For example this Tweet 

by Josh Groban: Enjoying a beautiful Monday writing with my good 
friend Marius De Vries and also looking up flight schools online. NEW 
HOBBY! 5:28 PM Jun 8th, 2009 via web was coded as an original Tweet 

because he wrote it as opposed to replying or ReTweeting someone else. 

This Tweet by Josh Groban is an example of a reply: @katyperry thank u 
katy... I've been on here 2 days and when i got on the plane i had a 4 
hour tingle in my thumbs...normal? 9:25 PM Jun 6th, 2009 via web in 

reply to Katy Perry. And finally, an example of a ReTweet (RT), which 

is simply a re-posting of a Tweet that someone else has written: 

remarkable...thank you! RT @Nessuria Hollywood Bowl Meet & Greet 
raised $20,420 for the @joshgroban Foundation!! so proud to be part of 
that 4:14 AM Jun 27th, 2009 via web.  Note that the RT also contained a 

reply, which is why those two categories were combined....in most feeds 

they were indistinguishable. For “origin,” the correlation between all the 

pairs of coders was 1.00, or complete agreement.  

For the purposes of this study, "audience" had to do with whether the 

Tweet being replied to was written by a public figure or a private person. 

Media organizations were coded as public figures for this study, as were 

family members of celebrities. In order to determine if the object of a 

Tweet was a celebrity or not, we looked at the Twitter feed for that 

person and sometimes went to the web site listed for that person. The 

correlation between coders (each document was coded twice) for round 

one of this item was .97. Finally, we sought to determine if the Tweet 

was intended for humor or was serious. This item correlated only .79, 

most likely because some Tweets were both serious and humorous. 

Because Grounded Theory doesn't call for inter-rater reliabilities, 

correlations were only computed for this round of QCA. Since the codes 

only had two choices, (original vs. reply; celebrity vs. public; serious vs. 

funny), a simple Pearson correlation was adequate for this task. In 

addition to the fan coders, the rest of the data was coded with the 
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assistance of two psychology students. The first student, a Star Trek fan, 

did QCA coding using origin, audience, and humor for Shatner, 

Wheaton, and Spiner. 

 

TABLE 1 Percentage of Coded Tweets for Each Category  
Celebrity Original  

Tweet 

Reply  

Tweet 

To Celeb To Public  Serious Funny 

Josh Groban 52 48 27 73 60 40 

Ralph Macchio 65 35 23 77 90 10 

Brent Spiner 35 65 6 94 44 56 

Wil Wheaton 45 55 29 71 55 45 

William Shatner 50 50 34 66 87 13 

Tom Hanks 85 15 10 90 87 13 

Katy Perry 53 47 34 66 77 23 

Lady Gaga 80 20 11 89 92 8 

Kirstie Alley 60 40 8 92 68 32 

K Chenoweth 71 29 18 82 84 16 

Jeri Ryan 48 52 10 90 88 12 

Goldie Hawn 29 71 29 71 100 0 

Note: Reply Tweets include ReTweets. Anyone with more than 50,000 followers or who 

had an official media  role (or otherwise had a real connection to the star as opposed to a 

parasocial connection) was coded a “celebrity.” Celebrities’ Coworkers and Family were 

also included in the “celebrity” category. For Groban,  N=520. For Perry N=160. For all 

other celebrities, N=100. 

 

Using volunteer coders wasn’t practical for the study, as it was too 

labor intensive and was taking too much time for volunteers. The first 

researcher did a second round of Grounded Theory Open Coding on 520 

sampled Groban Tweets. The second author coded the sets of data that 

had already been coded (the first five celebrities) in order to insure that 

he was using codes for origin, audience and humor in the same way. We 

then applied the three codes for the rest of the celebrities, some of whom 

had been chosen by Lawson. Data for this round of coding is in Table 1. 

Next we used the second set of grounded theory codes:  
 

1. Jokes (the primary purpose of the Tweet was to tell a joke) 

2. Work (any Tweets centering on the work of the celebrity) 

3. Message to another celebrity 

4. Tweet about something/someone the celebrity was a fan of 

5. Personal tastes, reactions, likes and dislikes 

6. Sharing general information (not personal) of interest  

7. Messages to individual fans 

8. Comments about Twitter itself. 

 

We agreed that it would be possible for a Tweet to have more than 

one code, and this did happen, with some Tweets having a combination 

of two codes, e.g. message to another celebrity and also personal tastes, 

reactions, likes and dislikes.  
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We chose the dozen celebrities presented here for analysis, including 

some celebrities with whom Lawson was more familiar. Lawson did 

open coding on Tweets and was instructed to use the codes already 

generated but to be open to new codes if they were needed. Stever began 

coding additional celebrities as well, also looking for new codes. New 

codes beyond the initial eight found in the first round of coding proved 

unnecessary. However not all codes appeared for every celebrity. For 

example, Groban had Tweeted quite a few times about Twitter, e.g. 

10,000 by midnight? a boy can dream... 7:18 PM Jun 8th, 2009 via web. 

This Tweet refers to the number of followers Groban had generated by 

that date. Early in his Tweets, Groban Tweeted about this several times, 

but some celebrities never addressed this topic at all.  

One of the hallmarks of Grounded Theory coding is that its purpose is 

to generate testable theory; it doesn’t make claims for precision, but 

Grounded Theory coding is something done early in the study of a topic, 

when precision is not yet the goal.  

 

Choice of Celebrities 

Josh Groban has a reputation for being fan friendly and accessible to 

his fan base. In an online live chat from New York City, Groban referred 

to his fan community as one that is close knit, and he indicated that he 

has a firm relationship with them. When asked if he was reading fan 

Tweets, Groban replied that he was. He liked Twitter because the brief 

format allowed him to read messages from a lot of fans at one time. It 

was clear that Groban met one of the most important criteria for our 

study: we only wanted to code Tweets for celebrities who were Tweeting 

for themselves (not using publicists or assistants to do this for them). 

While it is never possible to be certain on this matter, all of the celebrities 

chosen for this study appeared to be composing and posting their own 

Tweets.  

Other celebrities chosen for this study included Lady Gaga, Katy 

Perry, Kristen Chenoweth, Kirstie Allie, Jeri Ryan, Goldie Hawn, Tom 

Hanks, Ralph Macchio, William Shatner, Wil Wheaton, and Brent 

Spiner. These were all celebrities with whom we were familiar. It is 

difficult to “follow” someone’s Tweets without at least a basic working 

knowledge of their work and connections within the entertainment 

industry. As this research continues, the plan is to add more celebrities to 

the sample in order to increase our confidence in these still preliminary 

findings.  

Kristen Chenoweth is a singer who is also a stage and television 

actress. On Broadway, she starred in Wicked and also won a Tony for her 

performance in You’re a Good Man Charlie Brown. Lady Gaga and Katy 

Perry are both contemporary pop singers with multi-million selling 
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albums and successful sold-out tours. From Star Trek, actors known to 

the first author from previous research included Brent Spiner, William 

Shatner, Wil Wheaton, and Jeri Ryan. Recent contestants on Dancing 
with The Stars included Kirstie Alley and Ralph Macchio. Alley was an 

extremely popular television actor in the 1980’s and 1990’s (Cheers, 
Veronica’s Closet) winning two Emmy awards. Macchio is best known 

for his starring role in the Karate Kid movies of the 1980’s. Tom Hanks 

and Goldie Hawn were both chosen for their status as film stars and their 

relatively active roles on Twitter.  

All of the celebrities in this particular sample are Caucasian, a result 

that was not by design but happened because both researchers are 

Caucasian and we were choosing people with whom we were familiar. It 

will be important in subsequent research to choose a sample of ethnically 

diverse celebrities for comparison. This sample is diverse in terms of age, 

with ages ranging from 25 to 80 with a mean age of 48.25 and a standard 

deviation of 16.87. This included four young adult stars (25, 27, 30, 39), 

four more middle-aged stars (43, 43, 50, 55) and four older stars (60, 62, 

65, 80), with two men and two women in each group. Table 3 lists the 

number of Twitter followers for each star.  

The researchers coded adult celebrities because ongoing research was 

being done on adult fans and the impact of PSI on adult development. A 

sample of teenage celebrities and how they use Twitter would be an 

important additional avenue of inquiry. 

 

RESULTS 

A total of 520 Josh Groban Tweets were coded for content using 

grounded theory open coding (Strauss, 1987). Emerging themes were 

jokes (126), work (113), messages to celebrity friends (81), things he 

admires (80), personal tastes, reactions, likes, dislikes (80), sharing 

general information (often links) (70), messages to individual fans (39), 

and Tweets about Twitter itself (18). A Tweet was often given more than 

one code. A summary with results expressed as percentages for each 

category is in Table 2. Twitter is clearly playing a significant part in 

Groban’s communication to his fan base as well as their communications 

with each other.  

Kirstie Alley Tweeted most often about work (27%), her personal 

tastes, reactions, likes and dislikes, (68%), to individual fans (32%), and 

to other celebrities (8%).  She tended to Tweet to inform friends and fans 

of her status and travel. Overall Alley was a very interactive user of 

Twitter, using it to connect to others, celebrity and non-celebrity alike.  

Kristen Chenoweth Tweeted most often about her personal reactions, 

tastes, likes and dislikes (88%), or her work (9%). She Tweeted to 

individual fans (37%), and to her celebrity friends (18%). Chenoweth 
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rarely used humor in her Tweets, and more often Tweeted about her 

travels. She gave day-to-day access to her personal experiences that, 

before Twitter, would have been unlikely or impossible.    

 

TABLE 2  Percentage of Tweets by Category for Each Celebrity Coded 
Celebrity Jokes Work To  

Celeb 

To 

Fan 

Personal Info Fan Of Twitter 

Groban 24 22 27 11 15 13 15 4 

Macchio 3 19 23 18 26 9 15 1 

Spiner 42 32 6 57 19 3 5 0 

Wheaton 6 22 29 19 23 9 1 0 

Shatner 4 57 34 14 12 2 1 1 

Hanks 5 57 10 5 18 0 19 0 

Perry 0 41 34 6 22 0 19 0 

Lady Gaga 5 56 11 9 18 0 19 0 

Alley 6 27 8 32 68 0 4 1 

Chenoweth 2 9 18 37 88 0 8 0 

Ryan 3 7 10 74 64 0 16 0 

Hawn 0 9 29 51 73 2 5 0 

 

 

TABLE 3 Number of Followers for Each Coded Celebrity by Time 

                Period  
Celebrity November 29, 2011 June 17, 2012 March 1, 2013 

Lady Gaga 16,450,317 25,850,686 34,610,272 

Katy Perry 12,510,504 21,508,704 32,995,797 

Tom Hanks 2,908,223 4,277,894 5,866,321 

Wil Wheaton 1,884,956 2,021,195 2,250,841 

Brent Spiner 1,361,195 1,349,649 1,358,716 

Kirstie Alley 934,957 1,058,154 1,135,260 

William Shatner 821,213 1,085,242 1,361,088 

Kristen Chenoweth 446,213 583,030 737,185 

Josh Groban 376,758 464,620 554,787 

Goldie Hawn 160,510 272,604 381,861 

Ralph Macchio 77,312 94,090 114,203 

Jeri Ryan 73,301 106,592 146,574 

 

Wil Wheaton often Tweeted to celebrity friends and coworkers 

(29%), and also to individual fans (19%). He Tweeted personal tastes, 

likes and dislikes (28%) and about his work (26%). His co-worker 

celebrities were often people known within comic and science fiction 

genres whose names would not be widely recognized. Wheaton is also 

known on the Internet for his blog, and appeared to be fan-friendly and 

interactive.  

Jeri Ryan most often Tweeted her personal reactions, likes and 

dislikes (64%), and also very frequently Tweeted individual fans (48%). 

Ryan is very interactive on Twitter as opposed to simply posting status 

updates. She often Tweeted one word responses and was not given to 

detailed posts. She only occasionally referred to her work (7%). 
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For Brent Spiner, the themes most frequently coded were messages to 

individual fans (57%), jokes (59%), work (45%), and personal tastes, 

reactions, likes, and dislikes (26%). Almost every reply to anyone was a 

joke.  

Ralph Macchio used Twitter to post messages to celebrity friends 

(23%), personal tastes, reactions, likes and dislikes (31%), work (23%), 

or messages to individual fans (18%).           

William Shatner most often Tweeted about work (57%). In addition 

he Tweeted to celebrity friends (34%) and to individual fans (14%). 

Almost all of Shatner’s Tweets were promotional in some way. 

For Katy Perry's Tweets, the most frequent themes coded were work 

(66%), messages to celebrity friends (34%), and personal tastes, 

reactions, likes, and dislikes (35%). Of all those coded, Katy Perry had 

the most that focused on her work. Most of her Tweets referenced these 

events and very few (5%) were directed to individual fans.  

For Goldie Hawn, most of her Tweets reflected her personal tastes, 

reactions, likes, and dislikes (73%), with a great many of these directed 

to individual fans (51%), and a smaller number to celebrity friends 

(29%). Her ReTweets were twice as frequent as her original Tweets. 

Hawn only occasionally Tweeted about work. 

For Tom Hanks, the most frequent themes coded were personal 

tastes, reactions, likes, dislikes (18%), things he is a fan of (19%), and 

work (57%). Hanks’ Tweets had a humorous tone. He initiated most of 

his Tweets, rarely ReTweeting, with only 10 Tweets to other celebrities 

and 5 to individual fans.  

For Lady Gaga’s Tweets, the most frequent themes coded were Work 

(56%), things she admires (19%), and personal tastes, reactions, likes, 

and dislikes (18%). Gaga originated the majority of her Tweets (only Re-

Tweeting once in this sample; 19 were replies), and she Tweeted other 

celebrities (11%) usually in reference to one of her projects. She 

communicated infrequently one-on-one with fans or other celebrities.  

When looking at trends in the codes based on the age of each 

celebrity, it was interesting to note that the older and younger stars were 

equally likely to talk about work, promoting their careers. When Pearson 

correlations between age and the various categories were computed, the 

only one significant was "Is Fan Of" (- .65; p <.02). Younger stars were 

more likely to Tweet about things they admired (i.e. sports teams, other 

celebrities, TV shows) than were older stars.  

Pearson correlations were also calculated between the percentage of 

Tweets in a given category and the size of the Twitter following. See 

Table 4 for these data. There was an r = .57 (p <.05) between size of 

following and percentage of Tweets dealing with work. Size of 

Following and "Is Fan Of" correlated .53 (p <.07), while size of 



Stever & Lawson   TWITTER AS PARASOCIAL INTERACTION   349 

following correlated -.47 (ns) with percentage of Tweets directed to 

individual fans, with less popular stars Tweeting individual fans more 

than the ones with higher numbers of followers. The correlation between 

size of Twitter following and Tweets directed to celebrities was r =.003 

(p<.99). So while Tweets to individual fans was not a significant 

correlation, this data trend with a small sample makes this something to 

look at in future studies. 

 

TABLE 4  Correlations Between Size of Following & Age with Eight 

                  Coding Categories  
 Work ToCeleb ToFan Personal IFO Twitter Info Joke 

SOF  

 

.57* -.16 -.47 -.36 .53 -.19 -.32 -.18 

Age .08 -.01 .30 .12 -.65* -.22 -.10     .08 

* p<.05;  SOF = Size of Following;  IFO = Is Fan Of 

 T-tests were computed for each type of Tweet and gender, and the 

only one significant was "Personal" Tweets (i.e. Tweets that shared some 

bit of information or personal reaction specific to that star). The mean for 

female celebrities was 56.17% while for male celebrities this was 

18.83%, (p <.025). None of the other categories were significant for 

gender. Variables like gender, age, and size of following are related to 

the kinds of Tweets celebrities are likely to use. However, a more 

systematic study of these factors does seem to be indicated based on our 

data. 

DISCUSSION 

Based on the analysis offered thus far, Twitter appears to be a multi-

use tool for celebrities. First of all, it is used for social communication, 

just as it is used by non-celebrities. Some Tweets are intended to be from 

individual to individual with the rest of the Twitter users as an incidental 

audience. Other Tweets are meant to disseminate information to the 

public about products, performances and causes. As such, it is a 

marketing tool. Indeed, MC Hammer (Hammer, 2009) indicated that his 

use of Twitter had as a primary purpose increasing awareness of his 

television show. But a third category of Tweet appeared to be meant for 

the parasocial realm, meaning it is a way for celebrities to communicate 

with fans without a marketing intent. Each celebrity has a fan base 

already, so marketing to that base is in some sense redundant. Indeed, 

Josh Groban has joked that his “Grobanites” usually know what he is 

going to be doing before he does. He referred to this inner circle of his 

fandom as the “Navy Seals” of the fandom. He knows many of these fans 

by name, by face, or by Internet handle, and they are a recognized part of 

his parasocial network. Remember that a parasocial relationship (PSR) is 

one where the fan or audience member knows the celebrity, although 
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heretofore the “knowing” has always been argued to be completely one-

way and unreciprocated. While Groban doesn’t know each individual fan 

as they know him, he was aware of them as a group and followed their 

posts, Tweets and movements enough to have a sense of who they are, 

how they think, and what they want from him. As was reported earlier in 

the paper, Groban acknowledged in a recent online chat that he reads the 

fans’ Tweets, and in several cases he has illustrated the point by 

remarking that he knew and recognized someone’s Twitter handle and/or 

post content. Such acknowledgements are also made within the context 

of Twitter itself and frequent posters were sometimes rewarded with a 

reply or ReTweet from Groban. Other celebrities showed some of the 

same trends, i.e. that the celebrities are reading the Tweets from fans and 

selectively replying to them, and that they have a sense of who the 

typical fan might be.  

So, on the one hand, celebrities use Twitter to reach out to fans and 

make their relationship with them more “real.” On the other hand, fans 

are still faced with the same restricted access to this person that they’ve 

always had, and that can be frustrating. It would suggest that people who 

would persist in this kind of relationship are getting some kind of 

gratification from it that outweighs the negative aspects of it (i.e. lack of 

reciprocity).  

One Twitter user, expressing this kind of frustration, had this to say 

about her Twitter relationship with her favorite celebrity:  
 

Yes! Sometimes I feel frustrated by Twitter because he has all the power. 

He is in complete control unlike any real relationship that has give and 

take. Sometimes I feel a bit teased by the situation-but it's not like it's his 

fault. All famous people are given this power by us. It feels bad not to 

know if I am being heard-but again-not his fault really. I wonder how this 

all feels from his perspective? Does he feel powerful? Does he like the 

one sided nature of Twitter? Then-occasionally -like at 4:00am he will 

Tweet to us as if we are real friends-asking if anyone else is having 

trouble sleeping? Like we are real people too! Next day he goes all 

celebrity on us. I feel conflicted myself about this (from a public fan 

board).  

 

Does the “conflicted” fan eventually walk away from this interaction? 

Or do fan/celebrity norms from our celebrity-driven culture cause most 

fans to philosophically say “that’s the way it is” and continue their 

interactions with their favorite celebrities? This too is an issue that 

should be addressed in future studies.   

It is clear that, for this sample, there was a great deal of variability 

from celebrity to celebrity in the way Twitter was being used. However 

all celebrities used Twitter to communicate both with other celebrities 

and with members of the public or fans. All celebrities used Twitter to 
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communicate with fans about their work. In addition all celebrities 

appeared to use Twitter to communicate information about their personal 

likes and dislikes, conveying information that revealed things that are not 

typically shared in other forums. The significance of that information is 

debatable, but whether it was Josh Groban’s preference for turkey 

burgers in Minneapolis or Kristen Chenoweth’s sweet tooth, clearly these 

are not things that the public are usually privy to in ordinary media 

forums. Twitter gives one the sense of actually “being there” with the 

celebrity and, as such, is possibly the most intimate form of media 

communication used to date by celebrities to connect with their fans. 

Additionally, along with sharing trivial personal information, each of the 

celebrities coded for this study took varying numbers of opportunities to 

communicate about serious and vital events or issues. Whether it was 

Spiner’s support of gay marriage, Lady Gaga’s concern about the 

bullying of Jamie Rodemeyer, Groban’s Tweets about world tragedies in 

Haiti, Japan (also Tweeted by Shatner), and other places, clearly there 

was a time and occasion for each of these celebrities to use Twitter to 

communicate about serious matters of some concern to them. One of the 

reasons identified for why fans like their favorite celebrities is that those 

celebrities are viewed as role models for positive social change (Stever, 

1991, 2008). Twitter appears to be one more way to communicate on this 

level.  

Conclusions 

For the ardent fan, Twitter can signify a direct connection to a 

favorite celebrity that gives access to everyday information and also a 

way to directly contact and connect with that artist. For most fans this is 

a fun way to be a part of something that they enjoy, a new social 

connection that can enhance the enjoyment of the PSI/PSR. For fans on 

the extreme end of the fan scale (Stever, 2009), or those who are engaged 

in either pathological or intense personal celebrity worship (Maltby et al, 

2006), Twitter provides potential for an already obsessive relationship to 

be even more troublesome. However, given that the largest percentage of 

fans do not fit that description (Maltby, et al., 2003; Stever, 2011a), and 

because problematic fans can be blocked, a celebrity most likely doesn’t 

need to let concern over those fans keep him or her from using Twitter. 

Twitter affords a way to communicate directly with the most loyal 

supporters and patrons of one’s art.  

Communication can take many forms. It can be physical and 

nonverbal, or it can be verbal and face-to-face. It can be electronically 

mediated in either a direct or indirect form. Direct electronic media 

would include E-mail and cell phones, as well as direct messaging on 

forums like MySpace and Facebook, while indirect electronic media 

would include posting on message boards, blogs, or in other public 
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forums. Before Twitter, the electronic ways for fans to communicate with 

celebrities were mostly indirect. Now with Twitter and the “@” symbol, 

fans can talk to their favorite celebrities directly. As with all 

communication, the target can choose to listen or not, and to respond or 

not. But the direct avenue to sending a message makes Twitter unique. 

Celebrities who dialogue with fans, and who read “Tweets” and reply to 

at least some of them, have engaged in a new form of discourse that is 

unique to fan/celebrity interactions. As with any other form of symbolic 

interaction, the shared meanings of “Tweets” are negotiated by the 

participants. Our analysis showed that for at least some of the celebrities 

using Twitter, the dialogue is serious, meaningful, and has impact for 

participants. It will be important to study all of the implications of this 

dialogue for fan/celebrity relationships.  

A recent interview with Josh Groban and BBC5’s Richard Bacon in 

Manchester, England on March 4, 2013: 
 

Bacon: The fans are a bit intense…. 

Groban: Some of them are a bit intense, yes… 

Bacon: Sometimes you get the fan who is particularly keen and writes to 

you a lot …and writes to you, and there is just so much you can respond. 

Have they turned on you? Have you had that experience? 

Groban: That’s why Twitter is great, that’s why Facebook is great, 

because it gives you a chance to write to everybody and express to 

everybody what’s going on. I have only two restraining orders which I’m 

very lucky for that. That’s just a minor side effect to fame. 

Bacon: Do they unsettle you? 

Groban: No I accept that… For the most part, it goes with the territory 

and sometimes somebody just actually has something that’s a little off 

and you just happen to be the catalyst to their behavior. But generally I 

have to say they’ve been very respectful and just wonderful.  

 

It is clear from this conversation that Groban sees Twitter as a way to 

establish healthy communications with his fan base. He likes the 

reciprocity afforded and sees a positive opportunity to make a 

connection.  

The next step in analysis would be to collect data on specific 

followers of celebrities in order to see how the communication develops 

over time. In this study we noted specific users who Tweeted specific 

celebrities over time and occasionally received replies. We refer to this as 

the Parasocial Interaction use of Twitter and studying this in more depth 

will require analyzing not just the Tweets of the celebrities, but also the 

Tweets of a subsample of their followers. Additionally, a round of QCA 

coding for the Grounded Theory codes to gather more precise data on 

how celebrities use Twitter would be useful.  
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