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Introduction

Young people navigate a media-saturated society in
which they have more access to screens than any

prior generation. Access has led to consumption, as
U.S. young people spend more than eight hours a day
using screens for entertainment.’ Screen time primarily
takes place on social media—more young people report
spending time on social media than watching television,
playing video games, or listening to podcasts.’ Scrolling,
posting, and engaging on social media platforms such
as TikTok and Instagram have become woven into

the daily routines of young people, dominating how
they acquire information and entertainment. Though
social media is frequently consumed by and highly
valued among adolescents and young adults generally,
lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer, and nonbinary
(LGBTQ+) young people rely on social media even more
than their cisgender heterosexual peers to satisfy a
wider variety of needs related to identity and social
connection.” In a large national study of U.S. teens and
young adults ages 14-22, LGBTQ+ young people—more
so than heterosexual and cisgender young people—
reported that social media is a source of identity-
afFrming content and is important to help them feel
more supported and less alone.®

Young people developing, accepting, and integrating
LGBTQ+ identities into their lives face additional
obstacles to their socialization that social media
may help to address. For example, many LGBTQ+
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Parasocial relationships are
the social and emotional bonds
that audiences develop with
fictional characters and real-
world celebrities.

individuals report that they felt isolated when coming
to terms with their sexual or gender identities
because they did not know anyone in their in-person
communities who also held these identities and,
subsequently, lacked role models and peers. The
need for companionship with similar others may

be fulflled, at least in part, through media. Social
media platforms can serve as windows to the world
in this regard, providing LGBTQ+ young people with
opportunities to see other LGBTQ+ individuals with
whom they might identify or feel connected.” The
concept that audiences might develop connections
with media fgures, such as social media content
creators, is defned as parasocial relationships.

Parasocial relationships are the social and emotional
bonds that audiences develop with fctional
characters and real-world celebrities (i.e., media
fgures).° Parasocial relationships are more than
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just liking; audience members perceive them as
meaningful connections wherein they feel solidarity
with the media fgure, care about the media fgure,
perceive the media fgure as part of their social
network, and desire to learn more about the media
Tgure. Parasocial relationships stand in contrast to
fans. While fans enjoy a media fgure, individuals with
parasocial relationships feel as if they are in a social
bond with a media fgure.

Parasocial relationships have been argued to exist
within two dimensions: parasocial communication
and parasocial support. Parasocial communication
is the feeling of disclosure, seeking advice from
media fgures, and engagement. Parasocial support
is trust, sharing, and perceived helpfulness of

the connection to the media fgure.® Developing
parasocial relationships is a normative behavior;
moreover, these perceived connections tend to
manifest and are maintained similarly to real-life
social relationships. However, lack of reciprocity has
traditionally distinguished parasocial relationships
from social relationships. One might feel a sense

of friendship with their favorite television character,
but the feeling is not likely mutual. Social media
platforms have expanded the opportunities for
parasocial communication and parasocial support.

Thirty years ago, a young person may have felt a
strong social connection to a media fgure, such

as a musician. This connection was maintained by
listening to music and potentially seeing the musician
appear in a magazine spread or on a late-night talk
show sporadically. Today, young people can access
more frequent glimpses into their favorite musician’s
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Parasocial relationships were
once thought to compensate
for a lack of real-life social
relationships, but research has
suggested that this is not true.

personal life, preferences, and lived experiences by
following them on social media platforms. Social
media platforms have vastly increased young
people’s access to their favorite media fgures and
eased entry for content creators. Anyone can create
a YouTube account and potentially reach millions
of people. The frequent peeks into the personal
lives of media fgures and other content creators
via social media can increase feelings of parasocial
relationships with these individuals.’

Parasocial relationships were once thought to
compensate for a lack of real-life social relationships,
but research has suggested that this is not true. For
the general public, parasocial relationships tend to
complement their social networks. However, some
research suggests that LGBTQ+ young people may
use parasocial relationships to compensate for

a lack of real-life social connection.? For LGBTQ+
young people of color, additional obstacles related to
cultural and environmental factors may increase the
difFculties of developing and understanding LGBTQ+
identities, consequently increasing the importance
of media as resources for LGBTQ+ information,
entertainment, and companionship.’
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Artifcial intelligence (Al) chatbots are an emergent
media technology that, like parasocial relationships,
may be used by LGBTQ+ young people to support
social needs that may not be met in their in-person
lives. Al chatbots allow users to have ongoing
conversations with a computer program that mimics
human conversation. Al chatbots can be pre-set to
have specifc parameters, or users can adjust some
parameters to customize the chatbots’ responses.
For example, Al chatbots could imitate responses
from peers or a therapist.

Al chatbots may afford unique opportunities to
LGBTQ+ young people to form relationships, build
communication skills, and understand themselves
better.”’ For example, Al chatbots could be used

to rehearse the possibly stressful process of
disclosing sexual or gender identities to family and
friends. Rehearsing the coming out experience with
Al chatbots might allow young people to explore
their identity in a low-risk setting. For young people
unable to come out due to family or community
circumstances, Al chatbots may offer a lower-

risk way to engage in self-exploration and identity
exploration. Other LGBTQ+ young people may not
have anyone who shares their identities within their
oFine community, and an Al chatbot could emulate
a conversation with someone who shares similar
identities to help the young person explore their own
identities.

There are also many ways beyond parasocial
relationships and Al chatbots that LGBTQ+ young
people interact online and fnd joy in online
interactions. This can include supportive interactions
with peers, access to queer resources and content,
and consuming relatable queer content that helps
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Rehearsing the coming out
experience with Al chatbots
might allow young people to
explore their identity in a
low-risk setting.

them feel less alone."" Youth perspectives regarding
these types of positive experiences online are crucial
to efforts that aim to minimize the harms of social
media while retaining the benefts it may have for
LGBTQ+ young people.

This report examines social media use and
parasocial relationships among LGBTQ+

young people to garner a more comprehensive
understanding of how parasocial relationships
contribute to the lived experiences of LGBTQ+ young
people. Additionally, given the growth of generative
Al tools and the ways chatbots may address some
communicative needs among LGBTQ+ young people,
we explored the use of these tools by the LGBTQ+
young people in our sample. Further, to provide more
nuance about how young people fnd joy in their
online relationships, we summarize open-ended
responses to a question about how these young
people fnd joy in their online interactions.

10 Bragazzi, N., Crapanzano, A., Converti, M., Zerbetto, R., & Khamisy-Farah, R. (2023). The impact of generative conversational artificial intelligence
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Summary of
Methodology

Data were collected as part of a national survey of
1,715 U.S.-based teens and young adults, ages 13-22.
The analytic sample for this report consists of 1,526
individuals who provided a clear and valid response to
an item about having a single favorite content creator.
Data were collected in the Qualtrics survey tool in
November and December 2023 via social media

ads on TikTok and Instagram. All participants self-
reported being part of the LGBTQ+ community.

After data analysis was completed, we engaged in
co-distillation and sense-making sessions with nine
LGBTQ+ young people to help us better understand
and add additional content to our fndings.
Summaries of fndings from those interviews are

integrated throughout the report to provide context to
the data.

In the report, “teens” refers to participants 17 years
old and younger; “young adults” refers to participants
18 years old and older. The term “young people” refers
to the entire sample. Boys/men and girls/women are
used to refer to those who identifed their gender in
this way regardless of whether they were transgender
or cisgender. In subgroup testing, differences were
tested for bivariate statistical signifcance at p < .05.

For additional details, please see the
Methodology section of the Appendix on page 43.
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Key
Finding

LGBTQ+ young people report having strong parasocial
relationships on social media.

PARASOCIAL COMMUNICATION Note

Source: Hopelab
Parasocial Relationships
and Social Media
Survey. Data were
collected in November
and December 2023.
Responses represent
data from 1,526 young
people who provided a
clear and valid response
moderate to the item about having

o a single favorite content
5 /o weak creator.

PARASOCIAL SUPPORT

moderate
strong
Z o/o weak
Parasocial relationships are generally strong among Parasocial support is especially strong among white
the young people sampled, suggesting that many and Latinx young people compared to Black young
LGBTQ+ young people form strong, meaningful people, teens compared to young adults, and rural

bonds with social media content creators. compared to suburban young people.



Key
Finding

Content creators who are not major celebrities are
more often listed as favorites among LGBTQ+ young
people.

Twitch: Ranboo YouTube: Cavetown TikTok: Mattie Westbrouck
4.4 million subscribers 2.2 million subscribers 11.4 million subscribers
4.3% of sample 1.6% of sample 1.2% of sample
Ranboo [they/he] is a U.S.-based Robin Daniel “Robbie” Skinner Mattie Westbrouck is a U.S.-
non-binary and gay creator [he/they] is a U.K.-based based nonbinary creator whose
whose work primarily focuses on transgender singer-songwriter content focuses on comedy, daily
live video gameplay and vlogs. and YouTuber. life, style, and LGBTQ+ topics.
Young people in the survey listed their favorite on social media platforms do not have to be major
LGBTQ+ social media content creators. These cre- traditional media fgures (e.g., professional actors,
ators have substantial followings but are not major musicians, athletes) to attract audiences and poten-
celebrities. Their accounts were described as more tially benett the well-being of others. These content
relatable, less curated, and more frequently updated. creators, specifcally known for their social media
Their content often centers on personal growth or presence, may be seen as more authentic, more
LGBTQ+ identity more than major celebrities. accessible, and more similar to young people than

major celebrities known primarily through television,
The strong parasocial relationships formed with so- flm, music, or other traditional media.
cial media content creators suggest that infuencers









Key
Finding

Al chatbot use is more common among transgender
and nonbinary young people than among cisgender

LGBTQ+ young people.

40%

“Yes, have used Al
chatbots for ongoing
conversation.”

Note

44%

“Have not used Al
chatbots for ongoing Relationships and
conversations and Social Media Survey.

would not in the future”  Data were collected
in November and

December 2023.
Responses represent
data from 1,526
young people who
provided a clear and

Source: Hopelab
Parasocial

16%

“No, have not used Al
chatbots for ongoing
conversations but

valid response to the
item about having a
single favorite content
creator.

Al chatbots allow people to have ongoing conversations
with a bot, similar to conversations with a human.

Al chatbots may be more available and less likely to
provide contrasting viewpoints compared to human
friends.'> 3

Four in 10 young people in our sample reported using
chatbots to have ongoing conversations (40%). A smaller
number (16%) reported that they had yet to have ongoing
conversations with a chatbot but may do so in the future,
while 44% reported never engaging or intending to
engage in an online conversation with an Al chatbot.

Boys/men were more likely than girls/women to report

might in the future.”

having had ongoing conversations with a chatbot. In
contrast, girls/women were more likely than boys/
men and nonbinary young people to report never
using and intending never to use chatbots. Using an
Al chatbot was more common among transgender
and nonbinary young people than among cisgender
LGBTQ+ young people and among teens than young
adults. At the same time, never using and intending
to never use Al chatbots was more common among
cisgender LGBTQ+ young people than transgender
young people, young adults than teens, and urban
than rural young people.

12 Brandtzaeg, P. B., Skjuve, M., & Folstad, A. (2022). My Al friend: How users of a social chatbot understand their human—AI friendship. Human

Communication Research, 48(3), 404—429. https:

doi.org/10.1093/her/hgacoo8

13 Johns Hopkins University. (2024, May 13). Chatbots tell people what they want to hear. ScienceDaily. Retrieved July 29, 2024 from www.sciencedaily.

com/releases 2024/05 24051?10'{0'{’3.1’1‘:11’1
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Key
Finding

LGBTQ+ young people find joy on social media through
access to supportive conversations and relationships,
via connections to those with shared identities, and

by providing a relatability that lessens the impact of
in-person isolation.

To gain a more detailed understanding of ways online interactions facilitate joy for LGBTQ+ young people,
we asked participants to answer the following prompt: “Tell us about ways you've experienced joy from
interactions you've had on social media.” The top three emerging themes were online conversations and
relationships, shared identity, and feeling less alone.

Online conversations and relationships Share identity

Young people reported that social media could be LGBTQ+ young people noted that social media was a
a source of meaningful friendships and support in way to fnd people with whom they shared important
diFcult circumstances. identities, which can be a source of hope, especially

for those with limited in person contact with others

. . who share their identities.
“Sometimes when I feel like I have no

one to talk to or when I get bullied
for being trans, I go onto social media
and talk to random people and they make
me feel a little better than before.”

“I feel more accepted by people online
who are trans like me than my own
family.”

LATINX GAY TRANSGENDER TEEN BOY
ASIAN BISEXUAL/PANSEXUAL TRANSGENDER

TEEN BOY
“1 think social media can defnitely be
a dangerous place but watching people “When reading about other POC transmasc
band together and unite over one common experiences, especially from older
goal has been incredible to watch over trans people, I feel joyed that one day
the years. In some ways, I’d consider that could be me. One day I can be a
that alone to outweigh the negatives of thriving trans man as an adult.”

social media.”

BLACK TRANSGENDER TEEN BOY
WHITE BISEXUAL/PANSEXUAL YOUNG ADULT WOMAN

13



Share identity (cont'd)

“I have struggled a lot over the past
couple years with my identity and

and have had an extremely hard time
accepting myself, and the lack of queer
people surrounding me didn’t help. I
felt so alone and really didn’t see a
point in living. However, queer people
on social media was really what got me
through it. Knowing that these people
were not only surviving but thriving in
the most queer way possible truly saved
my life, and I am incredibly thankful
everyday for the queer creators who
changed my life because I don’t know
where I would be without them.”

WHITE BISEXUAL/PANSEXUAL TEEN GIRL

14

Feeling less alone

Young people reported that social media lessens the
impact of in-person isolation and allows for fnding
people with backgrounds and experiences similar

to oneself; young people noted that these benefts
are especially relevant to young people who live in
smaller towns.

“When you are isolated socially in real
life, there is comfort in fnding other
people like you that you can turn to
when your situation is fraught. I met
my best friend of 7 years this way.”

BLACK GAY/LESBIAN NONBINARY YOUNG ADULT

“I don’t want to be special and unique,
and with social media, 1 fnd others who
are a lot like me in life experiences,
whereas when I talk about it to others
in real life, I'm treated like a weird
circus animal or something. Social media
helps me feel like a real human being
and not some alien trying to ft in.”

WHITE TRANSGENDER NONBINARY YOUNG ADULT

“It makes me feel less isolated to know
that I’'m not the only one who doesn’t
“ft into the mold.” 1 live in a small
town that treats pride and being gay
like a disease, so getting reassurance
that it’s ok makes it better.”

WHITE ASEXUAL TRANSGENDER NONBINARY TEEN
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SOCIAL MEDIA USAGE

93% ial medi
O use social media often

4% once a day

3% a few times a week
0.1% less than once a week
0.3% less than once a week

o0, Uuse several 0, use almost
57 /0 times a day 36 /0 constantly

CISGENDER VS
TRANSGENDER/
GENDER NONBINARY RACE/ETHNICITY AGE LOCATION
| T 1T e 1 1T
40%
35% |
30%
Boys/ Girls/ Non Cis Trans White  Black Latinx Under 18 and Rural/ Suburban/
men women  binary gender gender/ 18 over Small urban
Non city
binary
Note

Items with different superscripts differ signifcantly within each category (p < .05). Source: Hopelab Parasocial Relationships and Social Media
Survey. Data were collected in November and December 2023. Responses represent data from 1,526 young people who provided a clear and
valid response to the item about having a single favorite content creator.

Social media use, in general, is ubiquitous among of social media platform daily.'* '® Social media
young adults. Recent research has indicated that platforms facilitate the development of parasocial
most teens and young adults use some form relationships with content creators. LGBTQ+ young
|

14 Anderson, M., Faverio, M., Gottfried, J. (2023). Teens, Social Media and Technology 2023. Pew Research Center. https://www.pewresearch.org/
internet/2023/12/11/teens-social-media-and-technology-2023/

15 Common Sense Media. (2024). A double-edged sword: How diverse communities of young people think about the multifaceted relationship between
social media and mental health. Hopelab. https://assets.hopelab.or -content/uploads/2024/05/2024-double-edged-sword-hopelab-report
final-release-for-web-v2.pdf
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Regarding race/ethnicity, Black young people were
more likely than white young people to use Instagram
to follow their favorite creators (43% vs. 30%). In
comparison, white young people were likelier than
Black or Latinx young people to follow their favorite
creators on Twitch (11% vs. 6% and 6%).

60%
58%
62%

58%

o

57%
30%

43%"
37%*®

13%

12%
14%

1 Z%a F

6%"

8%
o:

5%

p—
p—
—
—

RACE/ETHNICITY

0%

. White

20%

. Black

40% 60%

Latinx

Teens were more likely than young adults to follow
their favorite content creator on TikTok (63% vs. 47%),
whereas young adults were likelier to follow their
favorite content creators on Instagram (44% vs. 29%).

In interviews with LGBTQ+ young people, they noted
that TikTok seem more accessible in that content is
typically presented in a simpler format than content
on YouTube (i.e., in simple, selfe-style videos on

SOCIAL MEDIA LOGOS KEY

64%°

47%
o —
61%
200 [
44%>
@ 14%
AGE
7%
Q s [l
5%
0% 20% 40% 60%

. Under 18

TikTok rather than more-produced videos common
on YouTube), allowing easy entry onto the platform
for new content creators. They noted that simpler-
format content creates a sense of authenticity and
makes the platform more accessible to new creators.
They also reported that TikTok’s algorithm may be
more effective than other platforms at pushing them
to the kinds of content they want to see. Young
people indicated that YouTube’s longer video format
may facilitate parasocial relationships because the
longer videos lend themselves to providing more
information and nuance about the content creators.

. 18 and over

Young people noted a perception that TikTok and
YouTube were more open in general and to LGBTQ+
people in particular than other platforms. They

also noted that Instragram might be less popular

o Tiktok o YouTube

Instagram

@ Twitter/X @ Twitch Q Discord




for connecting to content creators despite being
similar in format to TikTok because Instagram is
primarily still-photo-based rather than video-based;
they noted that photo-based content is less effective
in facilitating parasocial relationships than video
content. They also noted that Instagram may be more
popular to use to keep up with people they also know
in person rather than using it to keep up with their
favorite content creators.

Note

The survey included options for selecting Pinterest, Tumbilr,
Snapchat, Reddit, Facebook, and BeReal as platforms used to
follow favorite LGBTQ+ content creators. Each of these options
was selected by less than 5% of the total sample. These options
were not included in this table. Items with different superscripts
differ signifcantly within each category (p < .05). Source:
Hopelab Parasocial Relationships and Social Media Survey. Data
were collected in November and December 2023. Responses
represent data from 1,526 young people who provided a clear and
valid response to the item about having a single favorite content
creator.

SOCIAL MEDIA LOGOS KEY
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o

20

58%

58%

33%

34%

12%

15%

LOCATION

9%

8%

6%

7%

0% 20%

. Rural/small city

40% 60%
. Urban/suburban

0 Tiktok O YouTube

Instagram

@ Twitter/X

@ Twitch







YouTube: Melanie Martinez

15.8 million subscribers
1.4% of sample listed as favorite

Melanie Martinez [she/they] is
a U.S.-based bisexual singer-
songwriter.

YouTube: Noah Finnce

947K subscribers
1.4% of sample listed as favorite

Noah Finn Adams is a U.K.-based
transgender, bisexual singer-
songwriter and YouTuber.
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Note

Creators’ main platform was determined
by the platform on which each creator had
the most followers as of July 22nd, 2024.
Creator identity and pronoun information
were obtained from the creators’ profles
on July 24, 2024. Source: Hopelab
Parasocial Relationships and Social Media
Survey. Data were collected in November
and December 2023. Responses represent
data from 1,526 young people who
provided a clear and valid response to

TikTok: Mattie Westbrouck

11.4 million subscribers
1.2% of sample listed as favorite

Mattie Westbrouck is a U.S.-
based nonbinary creator whose
content focuses on comedy, daily
life, style, and LGBTQ+ topics.

TikTok: Girl in Red

2.9 million subscribers
1.2% of sample listed as favorite

Marie Ulven Ringheim is a queer
Norwegian singer-songwriter and
record producer.

the item about having a single favorite
content creator.

Of note, the content creators listed as favorites most
often by LGBTQ+ young people in the study were
popular but not exceptionally well-known creators.
For example, in terms of the number of subscribers,
it is not uncommon for major LGBTQ+ media

fgures (e.g., popular actors and musicians) to have
subscribers numbering into the hundreds of millions.
The individuals listed most often as favorites were
not the LGBTQ+ media fgures with the largest overall
audiences, suggesting that relatively smaller-scale
content creators are the ones with whom young
people form the strongest parasocial relationships.

In interviews, young people noted the makeup of the
infuencer list to be unsurprising. They noted that
content creators who are not major traditional media
fgures are more relatable, that they post more often
and their posts are less curated, that followers get
to witness the content creators’ natural personal
growth, that the content creators are more likely to
manage their own social media presence, and that
the content creators may center LGBTQ+ identities
more than major celebrities.
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Most LGBTQ+ young people have a strong
parasocial relationship with a digital
content creator

PARASOCIAL COMMUNICATION Note

Source: Hopelab
Parasocial Relationships
and Social Media
Survey. Data were
collected in November
and December 2023.
Responses represent
data from 1,526 young
strong people who provided a
clear and valid response
moderate to the item about having

o a single favorite content
5 /o weak creator.

PARASOCIAL SUPPORT

moderate

strong

2 o/o weak

After young people entered the name of their favorite Two facets of parasocial relationship strength

LGBTQ+ content creator, this name was then piped were measured: parasocial communication

into the items about parasocial relationships, such and parasocial support. Themes of disclosure

that each item was customized to refer to the content  and advice-seeking characterize parasocial

creator named by each young person. communication, while themes of trust, sharing, and

assistance characterize parasocial support.





https://doi.org/10.37256/jspr.1220221496

Proportionately more white and Latinx young
people than Black young people had strong
parasocial support (57% and 57% vs. 44%).
More teens than young adults reported
strong parasocial support (56% vs. 44%),
as did more rural than suburban/urban
young people (58% vs. 51%). There were no
differences in parasocial support by gender,
and no differences by any demographic
variable emerged with regard to parasocial
communication.

Note

Items with different superscripts differ signifcantly within
each category (p < .05). Source: Hopelab Parasocial
Relationships and Social Media Survey. Data were collected
in November and December 2023. Responses represent
data from 1,526 young people who provided a clear and
valid response to the item about having a single favorite
content creator.

SYMBOLS KEY

Strong Parasocial Communication

Strong Parasocial Support
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4% RACE/ETHNICITY

30% 40% 50% 60%
. Black Latinx

. 40% AGE
38%

56%2

44%"

30% 40% 50% 60%
. Under 18 . 18 and over

42% LOCATION
37%

58%?2

51%"
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. Rural/Small city . Suburban/urban
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Parasocial relationships may be beneficial to
some aspects of well-being for transgender/
nonbinary young people

Prior research has linked LGBTQ+ individuals’ parasocial relationships with reduced loneliness and reduced
depression in the face of low family support.’® We examined strong parasocial relationships across fve other
variables: fourishing, transgender pride, transgender community connectedness, loneliness, and depression (see
appendix for measurement tool information).

36%

‘ 41%

FLOURISHING 32% TRANSGENDER
‘ PRIDE
47 %P

51%° 46%°

30% 40% 50% 60% 30% 40% 50% 60%

56%" 62%b

3% TRANSGENDER COLOR KEY
COMMUNITY
43%" CONNECTEDNESS Ml Low

B High

SYMBOLS KEY

l 44%°

58%"
Strong Parasocial Communication

Strong Parasocial Support

30% 40% 50% 60%

18 Woznicki, N., Arriaga, A. S., Caporale-Berkowitz, N. A., & Parent, M. C. (2021). Parasocial relationships and depression among LGBQ emerging adults
living with their parents during COVID-19: The potential for online support. Psychology of Sexual Orientation and Gender Diversity, 8(2), 228—237.
https://doi.org/10.1037/sgd0000458
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Both strong parasocial communication and strong
parasocial support were linked with transgender
pride. AlImost half (47%) of the participants who
scored above the midpoint on the transgender
pride measure had strong parasocial relationship
communication, compared to 32% who scored
below the midpoint. More than half (62%) of the
participants who scored above the midpoint on
the measures of transgender pride had strong
parasocial relationship support, compared to 46%
who scored below the midpoint.

Regarding transgender community connectedness,
58% of the participants who scored above the
midpoint on the measure had strong parasocial
support, compared to only 44% of those who scored
below the midpoint.

Despite those associations with positive
transgender pride and transgender community
connectedness, having strong parasocial
relationships was also linked with higher levels

of depression. Of those who scored above the
cut-off for depression, 42% had strong parasocial
communication compared to 36% among those
who scored below the cut-off. Of those who scored
above the cutoff for depression, 57% had strong
parasocial support compared to 51% among those
who scored below the cutoff.

During our interviews, we asked LGBTQ+ young
people about the connection between parasocial
relationships and depression. These young

people noted that parasocial relationships may be
especially strong among young people who are
dealing with depression because posts by content
creators could be something to look forward to and
could uplift their mood when they are feeling down.
They also noted that, for young people dealing with
depression, parasocial relationships may offer

a low-risk and low-effort way to feel connected

to someone else rather than having to manage
challenges with in-person relationships.
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35% LONELINESS
41%
o - I

55%

30% 40% 50% 60%

36% DEPRESSION

42%°

.—

57%"

30% 40% 50% 60%

Note

Items with different superscripts differ signifcantly within each
category (p < .05). See the appendix for additional information on the
classifcation of low and high scores. Source: Hopelab Parasocial
Relationships and Social Media Survey. Data were collected in
November and December 2023. For the Transgender Pride and
Transgender Community Connectedness variables, responses
represent data from 1003 young people who identifed as transgender
and/or nonbinary; for other variables, responses represent data from
1,526 young people who provided a clear and valid response to the item
about having a single favorite content creator.

SYMBOLS KEY COLOR KEY

Strong Parasocial Communication
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Boys/men were more likely than girls/women to
report using an Al chatbot in this way (44% vs.
37%), while girls/women were more likely than
boys/men and nonbinary participants to report
that they would not use one (50% vs. 39% and
43%).

Engaging in a continued conversation with an Al
chatbot was more common among transgender
and nonbinary participants than among
cisgender LGBTQ+ participants (43% vs. 35%).
In contrast, cisgender LGBTQ+ young people

were more likely than transgender and nonbinary

young people to say that they would engage in
this type of conversation with Al chatbots (50%
vs. 41%).

Teens were much more likely than young adults
to report having conversed with an Al chatbot
(45% vs. 26%), while young adults were also
more likely than teens to report that they would
not converse with an Al chatbot in the future
(56% vs. 39%).

SYMBOLS KEY

@ 45%2
26%"°

39%*°
@ 56%"

32

@ 35%?
43%"°

15%

CISGENDER VS
TRANSGENDER/

17% NONBINARY
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@ 41%"

0% 20% 40% 60%

. Cisgender . Transgender/nonbinary

16%

18%

0% 20% 40% 60%

. Under 18

. 18 and over
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No, would in the future @ No, would not in the future
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“Yes, | have at least one
friend who has had an
ongoing conversation
with an Al chatbot.”

CISGENDER VS
TRANSGENDER/
GENDER NONBINARY RACE/ETHNICITY AGE LOCATION
56%3
53%3 53%b 54%°
50%
40% |
30%

Boy/ Girl/ Non Cis Trans White  Black Latinx Under 18 and Rural/ Suburban/
man woman  binary gender gender/ 18 over small urban
Non city
binary
Note

Overall, 45% of LGBTQ+ young people reported having
a friend who had engaged in an ongoing conversation
with an Al chatbot over several days as if it were a
friend. This was more common among nonbinary
young people and boys/men than girls/women

(53% and 50% vs. 43%). It was also more common
among transgender and nonbinary young people than
cisgender LGBTQ+ young people (53% vs. 42%), more
common among Latinx young people than white or

Values represent responses to the item “Do you know if any

of your friends have chatted with an Al chatbot in an ongoing
conversation over several days or longer as if they were chatting
with a human friend?”

Items may not sum exactly due to rounding. Items with different
superscripts differ signifcantly within each category (p < .05).
Source: Hopelab Parasocial Relationships and Social Media
Survey. Data were collected in November and December 2023.
Responses represent data from 1,526 young people who
provided a clear and valid response to the item about having a
single favorite content creator.
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Black young people (54% vs. 46% and 43%), and more  to engage with Al. Finally, participants noted that
common among teens than young adults (56% vs. they felt that if they grew up seeing other LGBTQ+
32%). people in their communities and if they had a®rming
people in their lives, they felt less interested in using
Al chatbots. They noted that they felt that individuals
using Al chatbots for ongoing conversations seemed

We interviewed young people with regard to Al
chatbot use. They noted that Al chatbots always
responded to messages, whereas human friends
may not. At the same time, young people noted
that Al chatbot use may refect worsened social

to live in more rural and less aFrming areas or with
families who were not supportive.

skills, allowing people to avoid having difcult We also asked young people about the higher rate
conversations. Participants also commented on of use of Al chatbots among transgender and

the overall rate of reluctance to use Al chatbots, nonbinary young people. Interview participants
citing young people’s knowledge of the negative noted that Al chatbots may be more accepting than
environmental impact of the computational family members, providing an opportunity for young
processing power needed to power Al and other people who lack a®Frming relationships to engage in
negative perceptions of Al, such as the potential to afFrming conversations with Al-generated surrogate

take away human jobs, as overall drivers of reluctance family members or peers.
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Conclusion

A greater understanding of ways LGBTQ+ young
qfpgrfljoufsbdu-lefwfipg!dpoofdujpot-boelAoe!
community online is crucial to the development of
programs and policies that can support LGBTQ+
young people and minimize exposure to harm. For
example, this data can help inform social media
literacy efforts focused on supporting LGBTQ+ young
people as they navigate evolving modes of online
connections, including how to leverage parasocial
relationships and Al chatbots to develop greater self-
understanding and facilitate self-exploration while
constructing and maintaining boundaries.

Parasocial relationships may provide opportunities to
Tnd others and foster relationships with people with
similar identities, allowing young people to feel less
alone. These benefts may be especially important

to transgender and nonbinary young people, who
may have fewer personal, oFine connections with
people with similar shared identities. Parasocial
relationships were also linked with depression.

In interviews, LGBTQ+ young people noted that
parasocial relationships might be especially
important to those who are experiencing depression
and who may feel less able to make connections
with others. This fnding warrants further exploration
and may indicate both the potential for these content
creators to share helpful evidence-based mental
health information with their followers and the

need to equip content creators with support around
handling mental health crises.

Our data indicated that the most popular social
media content creators were not major media fgures

o

(13

Parasocial relationships may
provide opportunities to find
others and foster relationships
with people with similar
identities, allowing young
people to feel less alone.

but were content creators known specifcally for
their social media presence. Young people may see
social media fgures as less curated in terms of what
they post, more authentic, and more likely to actually
be the ones managing their social media accounts
compared to celebrities known for their work in
more traditional media. This fnding also suggests
that young people interested in making content can
have substantial positive infuences in the lives of
their followers, even if they do not have millions of
followers.

Social media content creators, in turn, have a unique
opportunity to provide support to their followers via
social media platforms. Young people who received
responses from content creators, even if that
response was just to “like” a comment by the young
person on one of the creator’s posts, had stronger
parasocial relationships. This form of platform-
mediated communication allows for a moment of
reciprocity that is much less likely to happen with
traditional celebrities. Research may further explore



how contact with a media fgure through platform
intersections, such as commenting on and liking
posts, can shape parasocial relationships.

Our work suggests that parasocial relationships
among LGBTQ+ young people are strong and
potentially healthy. Still, young people and adults
may engage in conversations about young people’s
parasocial relationships and the content creators they
follow when possible. Parasocial relationships may
be sources of support and identity development for
LGBTQ+ young people, though it is also important
that those relationships have boundaries and do

not develop into unhealthy obsessions, such as
inappropriate communications with content creators
or even tracking down a content creator and showing
up at their home.'*?° Developing healthy boundaries
in a parasocial relationship may also help young
people create healthy boundaries in their personal
relationships oFine.

Although generative Al chatbots are a relatively new
innovation, 40% of the LGBTQ+ young people we
surveyed already had ongoing conversations with an
Al chatbot, with an additional 16% indicating they are
open to doing so in the future. Al chatbots may have
some advantages, such as helping LGBTQ+ young
people to practice conversation skills or to engage

in self-refection and self-exploration. However, Al
chatbots may also be used in negative ways, such as
reinforcing disengagement from social interactions
with humans. Further research is needed on how
young people use and interact with Al chatbots and
the possible benefts and challenges of Al chatbot
use. The benefts of Al chatbots, such as practicing
difcult conversations or facilitating self-exploration,
could then be intentionally enhanced. In contrast,

19 Waheed, C. (2024, July 30). For influencers, online stalking is a real-life threat. Daily Dot. https:

stalking/
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Tech companies, mental health
professionals, youth-serving
organizations, and education
developers can all benefit from
including LGBTQ+ young people
in their work early and often.

risks, such as over-engagement with Al chatbots,
could be addressed.

Finally, this report emphasizes the importance of
engaging with LGBTQ+ young people, especially
those who are transgender and nonbinary, in
discussions about their interactions online, including
parasocial relationships and the use of Al chatbots.
The experiences and perspectives of young people
today are often divergent from those in charge of
developing products and policies related to social
media, Al, and technology more broadly. Tech
companies, mental health professionals, youth-
serving organizations, and education developers can
all beneft from including LGBTQ+ young people in
their work early and often. An inclusive co-creation
process, such as was employed in the creation of
this report, can help to guide decision-making and
conversations and promote narratives that are
accurate and refect the experiences of young people.

www.dailydot.com/irl/age-surveillance-influencer-

20 Dye, E. (2024, July 30). I'm an influencer and these are the thlngs I never expected about the _]Ob people turn up at my house and stop me 1n the
y ail/article- fluencer-shocked-

street to ask how much money I make. Daily Mail. https:
house.html
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Appendix

Sample details

The participants ranged in age from 13 to 22. AlImost three-quarters (73%) of respondents were 17 or younger,
and 27% were 18 or over. The average participant age was 16.02 (SD = 2.55).

In terms of sex assigned at birth (SAAB), 70% of participants identifed their SAAB as female, 26% as male, and
5% declined to answer. In terms of gender, 32% of participants identifed as boys/men, 26% as girls/women,
22% as nonbinary, 19% as another gender, and 1% declined to answer. Just over half (51%) of participants
identifed as transgender; a further 14% indicated that they were not sure if they were transgender.

Participants identifed as white (44%), Latinx (16%), Multiracial (15%), Black/African American (12%), Asian
American (4%), American Indian/Native American (2%), or another identity (5%).

In terms of sexual orientation, participants identifed as bisexual or pansexual (41%), lesbian or gay (29%),
asexual (8%), heterosexual (transgender/nonbinary) (1%), another identity (15%), or unsure (6%), or declined to
answer (less than 1%).

Over half of the participants reported that their income was su¥cient to meet their needs (11% reported more
than enough to live comfortably, 34% reported enough to live comfortably, and 23% reported enough to meet
needs with a little money left over). A further 10% reported income su¥cient to meet their basic expenses
only, 9% reported struggling to meet basic expenses, and 4% reported being unable to meet basic expenses. A
further 10 percent of participants declined to answer this question.

Regarding rural/urban living, just under half of the participants lived in either a large urban city (11%) or a
suburban community (36%). A quarter (25%) lived in a small city. The remainder lived in a small rural town
(18%) or a rural country home (4%).

Quotes in the “LGBTQ+ Young People Felt Connected and Find Joy in Online Interactions” section were
collected within the main survey. Quotes in this section are directly from young people but have been lightly
edited to correct misspellings, punctuation, capitalization, and typos.

Sense-making qualitative interviews were conducted with nine LGBTQ+ young people, via the dscout platform.

Method

IRB approval for the study was obtained from the University of San Diego, IRB-2018-442. Prior to the collection
of quantitative data, items in the survey were reviewed in focus groups of young people, with a focus on
participation by LGBTQ+ and BIPOC informants. Information obtained from focus groups was used to inform
the refnement of the survey instruments. Data collection occurred from November through December

2023. Participants were recruited online through ads placed on social media, which were optimized for the
recruitment of LGBTQ+ young people, especially those who were BIPOC, ages 13-22. The ads were visible only



on U.S. social media platforms. Individuals interested in participating could click through to the survey, hosted
on Qualtrics, from the social media ad. The survey frst presented the informed consent sheet for the project.
Participants who consented to participate were directed to a series of items asking about demographic
variables. Participants were excluded from the survey if they reported that they did not identify as LGBTQ+, if
they reported that their age was under 13 or over 22, or if they reported never using social media. Through the
course of data collection, the research team also used participation quotas to promote diversity in the sample;
as quotas were met, participation was closed to individuals who selected specifc demographic responses.

The initial data set contained responses from 1961 participants. We excluded participants who incorrectly
answered a validity check item (“Please check the Strongly disagree button for this item”) or who responded
to an item about honest responses to survey items by answering that they responded honestly to “hardly any”
or “only some of them.” Of the remaining 1,715 participants, 1,526 provided a clear and valid response to the
item about a single favorite content creator. Data included in this report represent responses from those 1,526
individuals.

Measures

Parasocial relationships

Parasocial relationship strength was measured using the Communication and Support subscales of
Tukachinksky’s Parasocial Relationships Scale.?’ Responses were made on a 5-point scale (1 = strongly
disagree to 5 = strongly agree), and responses were averaged to create total scale scores. For this report,
categories for the purpose of comparison were created by defning low parasocial relationship strength

as mean scores of 1 through 1.99, medium parasocial relationship strength as scores of 2 through 4, and
high parasocial relationship strength as scores greater than 4 to a maximum score of 5. For most analyses,
individuals with high self-reported parasocial relationship strength were compared to those with medium and
low parasocial relationship strength.

Transgender pride

Transgender pride was measured using the Pride subscale of the Gender Minority Stress and Resilience
Measure.?> Responses were made on a 5-point scale (1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree), and
responses were averaged to create total scale scores. For this report, categories for the purpose of
comparison were created by dichotomizing the variable at the midpoint (3.0), defning low transgender pride as
mean scores of 3.0 or less and high transgender pride as scores greater than 3.0.

Transgender community connectedness

Transgender community connectedness was measured using the Community Connectedness subscale of
the Gender Minority Stress and Resilience Measure.?” Responses were made on a 5-point scale (1 = strongly
disagree to 5 = strongly agree), and responses were averaged to create total scale scores. For this report,

21Tukachinsky, R. H. (2010). Para-romantic love and para-friendships: Development and assessment of a Multiple-Parasocial Relationships Scale.
American Journal of Media Psychology, 3(1/2), 73-94.

22 Testa, R. J., Habarth, J., Peta, J., Balsam, K., & Bockting, W. (2015). Development of the Gender Minority Stress and Resilience Measure. Psychology
of Sexual Orientation and Gender Diversity, 2(1), 65—77. https://doi.org/10.1037/sgd0000081
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categories for the purpose of comparison were created by dichotomizing the variable at the midpoint (3.0),
defning low transgender community connectedness as mean scores of 3.0 or less and high transgender
community connectedness as scores greater than 3.0.

Flourishing

Flourishing was measured using the Flourishing Scale.” Responses were made on a 7-point scale (1 = strongly
disagree to 7 = strongly agree), and responses were averaged to create total scale scores. For this report,
categories for the purpose of comparison were created by dichotomizing the variable at the midpoint (4.0),
defning low fourishing as mean scores of 4.0 or less and high fourishing as scores greater than 4.0.

Loneliness

Loneliness was measured using the 3-item version of the UCLA Loneliness Scale.”* Responses were made on
a 3-point scale (1 = hardly ever to 3 = often), and responses were averaged to create total scale scores. For this
report, categories for the purpose of comparison were created by dichotomizing the variable at the midpoint
(2.0), defning low loneliness as mean scores of 2.0 or less and high loneliness as scores greater than 2.0.

Depression

Depression symptoms were measured using the 2-item version of the Patient Health Questionnaire (PHQ-2).%
Responses were made on a 4-point scale (not at all to nearly every day), and responses were summed to create
total scale scores. For this report, categories for the purpose of comparison were created by dichotomizing the
variable at the recommended clinical cutoff score of 3, defning low depression symptoms as mean scores of
less than 3 and high depression symptoms as scores 3 or greater.

23 Diener, E., Wirtz, D., Tov, W., Kim-Prieto, C., Choi, D., Oishi, S., & Biswas-Diener, R. (2010). New well-being measures: Short scales to assess
flourishing and positive and negative feelings. Social Indicators Research, 39, 247-266. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11205-009-9493-V

24 Hughes, M. E., Waite, L. J., Hawkley, L. C., & Cacioppo, J. T. (2004). A short scale for measuring loneliness in large surveys: Results from two
population-based studies. Research on Aging, 26(6), 655—672. https://doi.org/10.1177/0164027504268574

25 Kroenke, K., Spitzer, R. L., & Williams, J. B. (2003). The Patient Health Questionnaire-2: validity of a two-item depression screener. Medical Care,
41(11), 1284—-1292. https://doi.org/10.1097/01.MLR.0000093487.78664.3C
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