
Parasocial Contact in Documentary
Catalin Brylla, Principal Lecturer in Film and TV, Bournemouth University



Social identity theory (Tajfel and Turner, 1979)



Although we may have first-hand experience with some outgroups, we know and evaluate 

most outgroups primarily through media representations (Haller, 2010). 

Stereotyped

Disabled people

Transgender people

Atheists
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Non-disabled people

Cisgender people

Christians



Documentary and Intergroup Attitudes

• Documentary: claims factual 

correspondence with real world 

(Plantinga, 2013)

• Realism: narrative and audio-visual 

means are seen to portray real people 

and real lives

• Believability: documentary source (e.g. 

broadcaster) is usually trusted, unless 

there is reason not to do so



Parasocial Contact Hypothesis 
Conditions (Schiappa et al, 2005)

1. Sustained contact

2. Positive contact: predictability 

(uncertainty reduction), similarity, 

likability, trustworthiness, physical 

attractiveness

3. Outgroup salience



Outgroup character
Stereotyped and stigmatised

(e.g. African, working class, rural)

Ingroup viewer 
negative attitude towards outgroup
(e.g. European, middle class, urban)

Aim: reduce 
parasocial and 
social distance

Adapted from Allport, 1954; Schiappa et al, 2005; Yang, 2015



Perspective-taking

• personalised approach to the Other  viewer has a cognitive 

and affective experience  actively imagine how the Other is 

affected by his/her situation (Galinsky & Moskowitz, 2000) – 

avoidance of false empathy (Keen, 2007)

• Spatio-temporal attachment (physical perspective) + 

subjective access (psychological perspective) (Smith, 2022)

• Understand character through personality (dispositional 

attribution) and situation (situational attribution)

• materiality and everydayness

The Eagle Huntress





Multiple CategorisationSingle Categorisation



Surprising Category Combination

Virgin Media Advert (Aamira) 





Shared Ingroup Category



Shared Ingroup Category



Extended Cross-group Intimacy

Intimate, positive on-screen relationship (strong 
friendship, kinship, marriage, etc.)

IsaacAlan

AmericanAmerican



Dual Identity



The Masses



Decategorisation
Differentiation

Personalisation
• Self-other comparison
• Self-disclosure



Differentiation

deaf, transgender, (emerging) male, boyfriend, artist, Asian-American and Jewish



Differentiation by Contrast
Zanzibar Soccer Queens



Personalisation – Perspective-taking



Thank you for listening!
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