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Abstract

The idea that the success of media personae in attracting audiences and maintaining
their loyalty depends on the creation of a pseudo-friendship, known as para-social
relationships, has been a mainstay of mass media research for more than half a
century. Expanding the scope of para-social relationship research into the political
realm, the notion that political support could be predicted based on the intensity of
para-social relationships between voters and political figures was demonstrated in a
recent study. The current exploration tests the predictive power of Political Para-
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(post-election) waves of the study, and loyalty toward the parties. In all models, the
PPSR constructs were among the strongest predictors of political support.
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The idea that the success of media personae in attracting audiences and maintaining
their loyalty depends on the creation of pseudo-friendships, known as para-social rela-
tionships, has been a mainstay of mass media research for more than half a century
(Horton & Wohl, 1956). Research has uncovered many of the factors that contribute to
the creation of para-social relationships (see Liebers & Schramm, 2019 for a review),
has studied the dynamics of these relationships (e.g., Osterman & Hecmanczuk, 2019)
and established their social influence (e.g., Young et al., 2013; see Tukachinsky et al.,
2020). In all, this research has shown that para-social relationships tend to form and
develop much like social relationships though with less intensity (Cohen, 2014). Our
para-social partners feel like friends and, like our non-media friends, can influence us
(Brown & Basil, 2010).

While the notion of para-social relationship has been examined in the political
realm, most previous research has focused on the political relevance of para-social
relations with media persona such as celebrities (Centeno, 2015) or talk-radio hosts
(Hofstetter & Gianos, 1997). In the past decades, several scholars have expanded the
scope of para-social relationship research into audience relationships with politicians
and conceptualized citizens’ feelings of closeness and pseudo-friendships with politi-
cians as similar to real-life relationships (Gabriel et al., 2018). These scholars have
examined the effects of modes of candidates’ communication (e.g., Twitter vs. TV:
Lee, 2013; interactive vs. non-interactive blog: Thorson & Rodgers, 2006; Facebook
vs. Web: Dunn & Nisbett, 2014) on audience para-social relationships with these
candidates.

In a recent study, Gabriel et al. (2018) demonstrated that para-social bonds with
Donald Trump (interestingly predicted by watching him on the reality show The
Apprentice) predicted attitudes toward Trump, believing his controversial election
promises and self-reported voting for him. Their data were collected after the 2016
Presidential Elections and before Trump’s inauguration using a US-based sample.
Another study by Cohen and Holbert (2018) was conducted in the immediate after-
math of Trump’s inauguration in 2017. Their results provided evidence that the inten-
sity of political para-social relationships (PPSR) was a very strong predictor of support
for Trump. Perhaps somewhat more surprisingly, PPSR was found to be as strong a
predictor of support for Hillary Clinton and Paul Ryan as it was for Trump. Indeed,
PPSR was the most powerful predictor of support for these three political leaders even
controlling for a host of other political variables. Interestingly, the PPSR with each of
the candidates did not prove to be a negative predictor of supporting their rival.

However, since these studies were conducted after the US election, they could not
demonstrate the ability of PPSR to predict voting. Also, because both studies (Cohen
& Holbert, 2018; Gabriel et al., 2018) were cross-sectional, the ability to establish the
causal time order was limited. After all, it is not unreasonable that after voting for a
candidate we feel closer to them. Thirdly, both studies came from the personal US
electoral system and it is unclear whether the notion of PPSR is relevant to propor-
tional representation systems in which voters cast their ballots for parties and not
political candidates. Though Israeli elections have become increasingly personalized
(Rahat & Sheafer, 2007), the system is still proportional and this has consequences for
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electoral strategies and the ways in which para-social relationships with candidates
translate into voting behaviors (e.g., voting for the block). This study is a conceptual
replication of Cohen and Holbert’s (2018) findings as well as an extension of their
work. Beyond replicating, the present study aims to (1) establish the causal order
between PPSR and political support, (2) extend the findings to a multi-stage panel data
from two rounds of Israeli elections in 2019, and (3) test the ability of the strength of
PPSR reported before the elections to predict actual voting.

Para-Social Relationships

Media personae such as entertainers, talk-show hosts, and news and sportscasters,
populate our social lives on a regular basis. Viewers who watch the evening news on
TV or even clips from news online, who enjoy a talk show or regularly listen or watch
a sportscast, come to feel that they know the media personae appearing regularly on
these shows and tend to develop imaginary relationships with them (Horton & Wohl,
1956). Through repeated imagined interactions in which media personae face the cam-
era and talk to their audiences as if they were together, a sense of intimacy develops.
Over time, patterns of imagined interactions occur which involve “an immediate illu-
sionary feeling of being in a real social interaction” (Hartmann, 2016, p. 132) that
strengthen these para-social relationships. Similarly, as fans feel that they have directly
or indirectly interacted with a persona more on social media, they feel they know more
about and develop a greater sense of intimacy (Chung & Cho, 2017; Dai & Walther,
2018). By creating a shared history, inside jokes and shared rituals (e.g., James
Corden’s carpool karaoke or Jimmy Fallon’s lip sync battles), a sense of “intimacy at
a distance” develops that can be quite strong (Horton & Wohl, 1956).

Obviously, audiences recognize that para-social relationships are imaginary and
illusory but they are often quite strong and long lasting. Para-social relationships are
the basis of audience loyalties to specific shows (Cohen, 2009) and account for the
social influence of celebrities (Brown & Basil, 2010). As para-social relationships
develop, they tend to become stronger such that audiences feel less uncertainty about
media personae, attach more importance to the relationship (Rubin & McHugh,
1987), and experience more distress when such relationships end (Eyal & Cohen,
2006). Though most of the research into para-social relationships has been conducted
in the context of entertainment celebrities, as the lines between politics and entertain-
ment continue to blur and politics becomes increasingly personal (Adam & Maier,
2010), it can be expected that such relationships will also play an increasingly central
role in politics. We base our expectation on a number of preliminary findings. First,
simply put, people attribute very high PSR to politicians (Claessens & van den Bulck,
2015). Second, politicians use the same intimacy-inducing techniques, that are part of
PSR, as entertainers (Marmor-Lavie & Weimann, 2008). Third, voters experience
higher PSI with celebrities who endorse the candidates they voted for (Centeno,
2010; see Stehr et al., 2015 for a conceptualization of para-social opinion leadership).
These feelings are also translated to political decision making, such as voting
(Centeno, 2015).
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Most political figures that make it to the top echelons of national politics have been
in the public eye for significant periods allowing the public to get to know them
(Gabriel et al., 2018). As election campaigns progress, public appearances and media
performances increase the visibility of candidates and allow voters to get to know
them. The use of soundbites and repeated campaign slogans make candidates seem
more familiar and repeating folksy catch phrases is meant to create a sense of familiar-
ity and intimacy (Marmor-Lavie & Weimann, 2008). Thus, it is likely that voters may
develop para-social relationships not only with entertainment or media personae but
also with leading political figures.

Political Para-Social Relationships

The idea that when we vote, we vote not only for the policies that candidates prefer but
for the candidates themselves, is not new. Certainly, since television has become an
important medium for politics (Peri, 2004) it is clear that politicians’ media perfor-
mances and the image they project is a crucial part of their electoral success (Rahat &
Sheafer, 2007; Stromback & Esser, 2017). But the contemporary notion of PPSR (e.g.,
Cohen & Holbert, 2018; Gabriel et al., 2018; Thorson & Rodgers, 2006) goes further.
It suggests that voters not only care about who politicians are and the images they
project to voters, but they want to feel that they know them and have a personal con-
nection with them. In other words, they wish to create para-social relationships with
them. That is, voters do not only form an image of their favorite politicians as capable,
honest, and smart, they feel as if they know them as a person, have a shared history,
and feel a bond with them. These bonds, PPSRs, consist of a sense of intimacy, close-
ness or friendship with a candidate that is more social in nature and focuses on imagin-
ing the candidate as a more real, down to earth person, who can understand them and
cares about the things they care about. When we have a strong PPSR with a candidate,
we not only like them but also have a sense of personal relationship with them. We feel
that when they talk, they are addressing us and that we get them in a way many other
people may not.

PPSRs develop, very much like para-social relationships, through repeated expo-
sure to mediated presentations of politicians (Gabriel et al., 2018). Very much like talk
show hosts and mediated drama or comedy characters, the televised appearances of
politicians (including close up shots of them facing the camera as if they were looking
us in the eyes) promote the illusory feeling we know them. The use of emotional
appeals in political ads further fosters a sense of intimacy with candidates (Marmor-
Lavie & Weimann, 2008). The growing personalization of news coverage (Van Aelst
et al., 2011) that exposes the backstage personal lives of politicians, their families and
pets, adds additional dimensions to their familiarity (Meyrowitz, 1986), in a way that
resembles multiplexity in personal relationships. That is, we know them not only
through their professional lives as politicians, but also as if we were their neighbors.

Finally, following politicians on social media makes them resemble our real friends
in additional aspects. Social media not only provide politicians with more frequent
communication with their followers than they would get on TV, they allow followers
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to respond and comment on politicians’ communication. They also allow politicians to
contact followers more directly and such interactions seem interpersonal and authentic
(Powell et al., 2011) and increase the sense of direct face-to-face conversation (Lee &
Shin, 2012). On social media, we also see how politicians respond to others and gain
insight into who they are from these interactions (Dai & Walther, 2018). Following
politicians on social media also entails belonging to a community of followers, which,
perhaps similarly to fan groups, may also increase the bond with the object of para-
social relationship. While all of this points out that following politicians on social
media can foster PPSRs, it is important to note that people often follow politicians
they already like (Fisher et al., 2019, p. 242). That is, it is possible that in the current
hybrid media ecology, the initial para-social sentiment toward politicians is still insti-
gated on mainstream channels, while the intimate bonding with the politicians is inten-
sified on social media.

In this paper, we continue previous work on PPSRs and argue that such strong para-
social bonds with politicians is likely to lead to political support. This rationale
matches well with Achen and Bartels’ (2017) Group Theory of Democracy which
argues that voters are driven by “social identities and group attachments [that figure]
crucially in their political loyalties and behavior” (pp. 16—17). Within this theoretical
framework, political identification is based more on who someone perceives them-
selves to be in terms of group identity than what they think about in terms of advanta-
geous policy positions or larger philosophical frameworks concerning governance
(see also Hobolt et al., 2020; Lieberman et al., 2019). When voters walk into a voting
booth, they are telling themselves that people like me vote for someone like that, and
also that people like me definitely do not vote for some other candidate. The candidate
who establishes that he or she is part of a certain group will gain the support of those
folks who see themselves as being part of that group. Political para-social relation-
ships are at the heart of group- and social-identity-based political decision making.

Political Para-Social Relationships and Other Views of Electoral Politics

Naturally, people tend to develop political para-social relationship with politicians
they like, that is, with politicians toward which they feel an overall general sympathy.
The concept of PPSR is thus expected to be correlated with, but distinct from, general
feelings of sympathy toward the candidates (typically operationalized in the literature
as candidate thermometer ratings). However, whereas liking is a generic and under-
theorized construct which can be used toward inanimate objects as well as people,
PPSR brings to the study of electoral politics a rich intellectual tradition from mass
communication research that highlights the relational nature of feelings toward politi-
cal figures. PPSR provides a narrower and more precise definition of how voters feel
toward candidates than liking and thus offers a better understanding of these feelings.
Yes, they tend to like them but more importantly, they feel as if they have a connection
to them, they understand them and are understood by them, and they share a common
history and interest. As argued in the personalization of politics hypothesis, “it is not
only individuals per se, but it is their personal, non-political characteristics that become
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more relevant” in connections being formed between politicians and members of the
electorate (Adam & Maier, 2010, p. 216). The notion of PPSR (e.g., Gabriel et al.,
2018) suggests that over and above voting because one agrees with or identifies with
a political party or ideological platform, people may vote because they feel personally
connected to a candidate and develop an imaginary relationship with him or her
(Campus, 2010; Garzia, 2011). We thus suggest that using PPSR, rather than liking, is
a more fruitful tool to understand and explore the relationships of voters to
candidates.

A para-social approach to how voters perceive political leaders should be viewed as
an accompaniment to more traditional work on citizens’ perceptions of candidate traits
(Hardy, 2017; Laustsen & Bor, 2017; Warner & Banwart, 2016), that are well-known
as predictors of voting intentions (Balmas & Sheafer, 2010). A global review of the
study of candidate trait perceptions in the political science literature reveals two pri-
mary latent constructs being assessed to date, competence and character (see Bittner,
2011). However, persuasion-based research has long argued source credibility to be a
latent construct consisting of three dimensions: Expertise, trustworthiness, and good-
will (Hovland et al., 1953). The competence dimension identified in Bittner’s (2011)
analyses is representative of expertise, and the character dimension equates to trust-
worthiness. What is missing in work on candidate trait perceptions is a focus on good-
will. Goodwill is more of a relational dimension than either perceived expertise or
trustworthiness. It is focused on how well a source is seen to understand, empathize,
and be responsive to a specific person (see McCroskey & Teven, 1999).

Building on a social identity-based approach to politics, the combination of under-
standing, empathy, and responsiveness speaks to the degree to which a given political
leader is seen as being part of a citizen’s group. A fellow group member better under-
stands a given voter’s needs, empathizes with his/her lot in life, and is seen as being
more responsive to that voter’s concerns (i.e., friends help friends). The study of politi-
cal para-social relationships should be viewed as offering a direct assessment of the
goodwill dimension of citizens’ perceptions of their political leaders. It can be seen as
a measure of how good a candidate is as a “Drinking Buddy,” a metaphor suggesting
that voters favor a candidate they consider to be assertive, responsive, and authentic
(Powell et al., 2014).

The notion of a para-social relationship between voters and politicians also nicely
dovetails the personalization approach of news coverage of politics (Van Aelst et al.,
2017). Research about personalization shows a gradual increase in media attention
dedicated to individual politicians at the expense of political institutions (Rahat &
Sheafer, 2007; Van Aelst et al., 2011). For voters, the relationship between voters and
politicians they do not know in person had always been para-social by definition,
although early in the 20th century most voters cast their ballots on the basis of ideol-
ogy and identity, and less on the basis of a personal connection (Balmas et al., 2012).
From the advent of television, politicians have increasingly put their personal lives in
the spotlight, and the news media have collaborated and enhanced this trend (Rahat &
Sheafer, 2007). When media pay attention to individual actors, their personal lives and
personalities, the political importance of the sense of intimacy, shared bonds, and
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empathy that are at the core of PPSR is strengthened (Balmas & Sheafer, 2010). This
is even more so the case in an age when politicians use social media to connect with
voters by sharing politically inconsequential, personally-relevant information with
voters (Bennett, 2012). When interacting through Facebook, for example, users feel
increased intimacy toward politicians that foster interpersonal feeling (Dunn &
Nisbett, 2014; Powell et al., 2011). A similar effect was found on Twitter: reading poli-
ticians’ tweets made users feel they are part of a direct face-to-face conversation with
them. They ended up developing favorable impressions of these politicians and stron-
ger intentions to vote for them (Lee & Shin, 2012). The effect still occurs even when
users only perceive the interactivity in politicians’ blogs. Mediated by para-social
interaction, their interactive connection on the blog shapes their attitudes toward the
politician and their intention to vote (Thorson & Rodgers, 2006).

Hypotheses

Previous studies (Cohen & Holbert, 2018; Gabriel et al., 2018) provided initial confir-
mation of the role of PPSR in political support. However, these studies were postdic-
tive rather than predictive and examined political support rather than actual voting
behaviors. Furthermore, these past studies were based on cross-sectional data and
given what we know about post-decisional dissonance reduction (Gerard & White,
1983) it is likely that deciding to vote for Trump/Clinton would increase liking for
them and perhaps a sense of having a PPSR with them. Thus, a longitudinal replication
of the findings would provide greater confidence in the basic proposition that PPSR
leads to voting. Thus, we expect that like in the US context, PPSR will prove predic-
tive of political support in the Israeli context as well. The theorized mechanism behind
this hypothesis is simply that the intimacy, sense of authenticity, bi-directional under-
standing, and familiarity, that make up PPSR, all promote voting for a candidate (over
and above ideological tendencies), in a way that is similar to the way we support
friends in interpersonal relationships (Gabriel et al., 2018).

H1: The intensity of PPSR with a political candidate is associated with a higher
probability of voting for that candidate.

In a meta-analysis of relationship dissolution studies, Le et al. (2010) found that
relationship closeness, duration, and satisfaction were negative predictors of dissolu-
tion. It is thus also likely that the stronger the para-social relationship is with a celeb-
rity the more difficult leaving that relationships will be and the more loyalty is likely.
Indeed, Eyal and Cohen (2006) found that the strength of para-social relationships
viewers had with their favorite Friends character and their commitment to the show
were predictors of how sad they reported being following para-social breakup from
characters when the show went off the air. This confirms the expectation that para-
social relationships develop and strengthen over time (Rubin & McHugh, 1987) and
that as they endure, ending them becomes more difficult. Similarly, Tsiotsou (2015)
found that para-social relationships with others on social networks increased loyalty to
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the social network site and Ko and Wu (2017) found that para-social interaction
increased loyalty to Youtubers. It can therefore be expected that in the political realm,
the stronger the PPSR a voter has with a candidate, the less likely they will be to
switch loyalties and vote for a rival candidate. The special political situation of
repeated elections pitting the same candidates against each other in Israel thus pro-
vided a context for testing the following hypothesis:

H2: The intensity of PPSR with a political candidate is associated with a lower
probability of switching away from voting for that candidate.

The opposite of switching favorite candidates is remaining loyal. Loyalty is opera-
tionalized in yet another way in our study, as expressing support and intending to vote
for a candidate over the course of the entire campaign (i.e., in our study in more survey
waves). Simply, the stronger one’s para-social relationship is with a candidate, the
more they should be invested in that relationship and stay committed to it.
Unsurprisingly, Cohen (2019) found that the duration of marriage was negatively
related to the probability of divorce. More closely related to our context, para-social
relationships also predicted audience loyalty in the context of entertainment research
(Cohen, 2009). On the basis of these findings, it is reasonable to expect that the
strength of PPSR would predict loyalty to a candidate as the campaign progresses.

H2a: The intensity of PPSR with a political candidate is associated with loyalty to that
candidate. That is, intensity of PPSR with a candidate will be positively correlated
with expressing support for that candidate more consistently over a campaign.

Method
Context: The Israeli Elections of April and September 2019

Benjamin Netanyahu, leader of the right-wing Likud party, served as Israel’s prime
minister since 2009. Following the 2015 elections, Netanyahu formed a narrow cohe-
sive conservative coalition. The ideological cohesion of the 34th Israeli government
made it the longest serving Israeli government in history, but its days were numbered
after Avigdor Lieberman, leader of the secular nationalist Yisrael Beiteinu party,
resigned in late 2018 in protest over the government’s ceasefire with Hamas in Gaza.
Having a narrow coalition that was unable to pass major legislation, such as the mili-
tary service of the ultra-orthodox, and facing impending criminal investigations on
charges of bribery, fraud, and breach of trust, Netanyahu pushed for the dissolution of
the Knesset and called for early elections to be held in April of 2019 in the hope of
winning a renewed public mandate.

Forty parties ran for the 21st Knesset, but only a dozen had any chance of passing
the 3.25% threshold. Two parties dominated the contest: Likud headed by Netanyahu,
and a new center party named Blue and White and headed by the former military’s
Chief of the General Staff, Benny Gantz.
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It was one of the most personalized campaigns Israel had ever known. The Likud’s
campaign centered around the slogan “it is either Bibi (Netanyahu) or Tibi (leader of
an Arab party),” implying that Gantz could only form a coalition with the support of
the Arab parties, while Blue and White framed the election as a referendum on
Netanyahu’s lack of leadership and his indictment pending a hearing by the attorney
general on corruption charges. Platforms and policy position were sidelined by the
candidates’ integrity and experience.

Eleven parties passed the threshold. Blue and White and the Likud both won 35
seats, but neither was able to secure a coalition of 61 MKs. Netanyahu’s coalition,
which secured 60 seats courted Lieberman, but the latter was unwilling to compromise
on the non-conscription of the ultra-orthodox. With no path forward, and fearful that
the president may give Gantz the option to form a coalition, Netanyahu dissolved the
Knesset and called for new elections, making the 21st Knesset the shortest in the his-
tory of the state, and for the first time two elections were held within 6 months.

With the threshold looming, smaller parties made a strategic decision to merge with
other parties, forming united lists, narrowing the field to 29 parties. In an effort to
appeal to center-right voters, Gantz presented himself as the only one capable of form-
ing a national unity government, one free of Netanyahu and corruption. Lieberman,
with his new king-maker status, claimed that without him both the Likud and Blue and
White will cave to the demands of the ultra-orthodox, and called for a secular nation-
alistic government, without Arabs and ultra-orthodox Jews. Netanyahu remained loyal
to his right-wing religious block, warning the public that a vote for Gantz is a vote for
the Arab Joint List, a list that he argued supports Iran and wishes to destroy all Israelis.

In the context of these elections, our expectation is that a para-social relationship
with Netanyahu shaped both voting for and loyalty to his Likud party and a para-social
relationship with Gantz shaped both voting for and loyalty to his Blue-and-White

party.

Procedure and Sample

To test our hypotheses regarding the relationship of PPSR to voting and loyalty, we
used data from a seven-wave online panel study collected by a research consortium
funded by the Israel Science Foundation (Grant # 2315/18) to study patterns of repre-
sentation in Israeli elections. Respondents were recruited by Ipanel, a large online
research company specializing in recruiting and incentivizing participants for survey
research. The company maintains a large panel of survey participants in Israel,
recruited via ads on Google, Facebook, and other popular sites. The panelists are asked
to take part in periodic surveys in exchange for incentives (gift certificates).

Data collection for the first wave of this panel study started in late January, 2019.
As this wave did not include the independent variable in the current study (PPSR), and
given that several respondents were added in Wave 2 to compensate for attrition, the
current paper did not include participants who completed Wave 1 only. Data for Wave
2 (n=1,897) were collected between February 27 and March 6. Data for Wave 3
(n=1,374) were collected between March 25 and 29. Data collection for Wave 4
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(n=1,257) were collected between April 1 and 4. Data collection for Wave 5 (n=1,109)
was conducted right after the April 9 elections (between April 11 and 16). Wave 6
(n=896) was conducted right before the September elections (between September 3
and 14) immediately after which (between September 22 and October 3) Wave 7
(n=865) was conducted. It is worth noting that respondents who failed to respond to
the early waves (2—4) were still contacted for later waves. All data were collected
through online surveys.

The attrition rate between Wave 2 and Wave 7 was 54%. Attrition was associated
with lower education (#(1806)=-3.25, p<<.001), and was borderline significantly
lower among traditional respondents [21.9% of those dropping out were traditional,
compared to 26.7% among those completing Wave 7; in contrast 57.3% of those drop-
ping out were secular, compared to 52.2% of those completing Wave 7 (3>=6.88,
df=3; p=.07); the rates of modern-orthodox and ultra-orthodox respondents among
those dropping out and completing were almost identical]. However, attrition was not
associated with voting (in April) for Netanyahu’s Likud or Gantz’s Blue and White,
voting in 2015 for the Likud party, or PPSR-Netanyahu or PPSR-Gantz. On all other
variables, including gender, income, Mizrachi ethnic origin, intention to vote, and
attitudes toward topics, no significant differences were found. Also, there was no sig-
nificant difference between those dropping out and completing Wave 7 in the effect of
the Wave 2 PPSR constructs on voting in April (i.e., PPSR-Netanyahu and PPSR-
Gantz did not significantly interact with a dummy variable for dropping out vs. com-
pleting Wave 7 in the models predicting voting for the Likud or Blue and White in
Table 1 below). Thus, and given that we controlled for education and religiosity, we
concluded that panel attrition did not pose a threat to the validity of the longitudinal
findings reported below.

After screening respondents who failed attention tests in Waves 1, 2, and 6' (from
which the independent variables and main covariates came) the effective Ns were
lower (for Wave 2 n=1,785; for Wave 3 n=1,262; for Wave 4 n=1,145; for Wave 5
n=1,001; for Wave 6 n="795; for Wave 7 n="764). For each of the statistical models
below, all available data were utilized. The model with the largest number of respon-
dents (n =866) used Wave 2 PPSR to predict voting in April (as reported in Wave 5).
For the models predicting loyalty in voting intentions (the only models reported below
utilizing data from all waves of the study), only respondents who responded to the
voting question in each of the six relevant waves were used (n =595).

Measure of the Independent Variables: Political Para-
Social Relationships

Application of the Political Para-Social Relationships Scale in the Main
Study
Following a pilot study (described in Supplemental Online Appendix 1), items 3, 5, 6,

8 of the Cohen and Holbert (2018) PPSR scale were selected as a short version of the
PPSR scale and were administered in Wave 2 and Wave 6 of the main study. The PPSR
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questions were targeted toward Prime Minister Netanyahu (using his commonly used
nickname—Bibi) and opposition leader Benny Gantz (AKA—Gantz) and mentioned
them by common name, after using their full name in the introduction (“Below are a
few sentences, concerning prime minister Benjamin Netanyahu/prime ministerial can-
didate Benny Gantz. To what extent do you agree or disagree with each sentence on a
scale varying between ‘1’ for ‘strongly disagree’ and ‘7’ for ‘strongly agree’?”). The
items were “When I watch Bibi I feel [ am part of his group” (3), “Bibi makes me feel
comfortable as if I am with a friend” (5), “I see in Bibi a natural and real person” (6),
and “Bibi looks like a person that understands the kind of things I need to know” (8).
In both waves, the items for each politician loaded on a single factor and formed a
reliable scale (Wave 2: MppsrBB=3.ll; SD=1.84; a.=.95; MpperamZ=3.40; SD=1.71;
a=.95; Wave 6: MppsrBB=3.08; SD=1.97; a.=.96; MpperamZ=3.38; SD=1.76; a.=.95).
Confirmatory factor analyses (presented in Supplemental Online Appendix 2) showed
adequate fit statistics for each of the scales, in each of the waves.

Discriminant Validity

To establish that the constructs are empirically distinguishable from simple right-left
ideology, and from mere thermometer ratings, we followed the model comparison
approach recommended by Hayes et al. (2005). For example, we compared a measure-
ment model in which a PPSR scale (e.g., PPSR;, influencing its respective indica-
tors) was allowed to correlate to a rival construct (e.g., Netanyahu-thermometer) to a
model imposing a correlation of “1” between the two constructs. A correlation of “1”
in effect forces two of the constructs to load on a single factor, and thus, our compari-
sons offer empirical tests for the discriminant validity.

Of the eight model comparisons, presented in Supplemental Online Appendix 3,
seven showed significant fit improvement for the two factor models. That is, (e.g., for
Wave 2) a model in which PPSRy, is empirically distinguishable from
Thermometer,;Wave3? performs better than a model in which the two are forced to
load together (Ay*=1135.86, df=1, p<.001). Similarly, a model in which
PPSR,,Wave2 is empirically distinguishable from Thermometer, Wave3 per-
forms better than a model in which the two are forced to load together (Ay?=554.41,
df=1, p<.001). Models in which PPSR,;Wave2 and PPSR, Wave2 are empirically
distinguishable from left-right ideology perform better than models where each of
them are forced to load together with ideology (for PPSR,,Wave2 Ay*=5.46, df=1,
p<.05; for PPSR,,  Wave2 Ay*=19.88, df=1, p<<.001). The only exception was
right-left ideology and PPSR, Wave7, in which the evidence did not support the
superiority of the two-factor model (Ayx*=.01, df=1, ns). Thus, PPSR is clearly an
empirically distinct concept from general support or ideology.

Dependent Variables

The two main voting variables were coded from self-reported voting questions in the
post-election waves (Wave 5 and Wave 7), worded “On April 9th/September 17th, the
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elections to the 21st/22nd Knesset were held. Did you vote?” (with yes/no response
options) “For whom?” (response options included the 13 major parties, “a blank bal-
lot” and an “other” option). Dummy variables were coded for Likud voting (=1; In
April 18.8%; In September 18.9%; 0=all others), and Blue and White voting (=1; In
April 33.9%; In September 36.7%; 0=all others). In each of the other waves, voting
intention questions were worded “On April 9th/September 17th, the elections to the
21st/22nd Knesset will be held. Do you intend to vote? For whom?”

Variables reflecting shifts to and from intentions in Wave 2 to vote for parties other
than Likud to reported voting to the Likud in September, and the other way around
were also coded; similar dummy variables were created for shifts to and from Blue and
White. Finally, two loyalty variables counted the number of times, across all seven
waves, that participants mentioned intention or actually voting for either the Likud
(M=0.5; SD=1.39) or Blue and White (M=0.77; SD=.49).

Covariates

The models reported below control for a host of political and demographic covariates
including attitudes toward various topics, such as Palestinian statehood (“To what
extent should Israel agree to a Palestinian State in Judea, Samaria, and the Gaza Strip
as part of a permanent status agreement?’— “should certainly agree”=1 through
“should certainly disagree”=4; M=2.79; SD=0.99), state and religion (“To what
extent should the Israeli government make sure that public life in Israel follows Jewish
religious laws?”; “should certainly make sure” =1 through “should certainly not make
sure”=4; M=2.80; SD=0.99); economic ideology (‘“With regards to economic life in
the country, do you support a more social-democratic approach or a capitalist (neo-
liberal) approach?” “absolutely capitalist’=1, through “absolutely social-demo-
cratic’=4; M=2.84; SD =0.99), military/peace policy (“What should Israel emphasize
in order to avoid war?” “concentrate on peace talks?”’=1; or “increase its military
strength”=2; M=1.54; SD=0.50).

Perceived opinion climate was measured as the difference between an item asking
“What do you think are the chances Benjamin Netanyahu will be the prime minister
after the elections? Please answer on a scale between ‘0’ (there is no chance that
Netanyahu will be the prime minister) to 100 (I am confident that Netanyahu will be
the prime minister)” and an identically-worded question, directed toward Gantz, mul-
tiplied by the answer to the question “To what extent are you confident in your answers
regarding who will be prime minister after the elections, between ‘0’ for ‘not confident
at all’ to “100’ for ‘absolutely confident™?,” divided by 100; M, .=28.23;5D=37.70,
My, =25.11; SD=34.28. Perception of the most important problems facing Israel
were measured using dummies for five main issues: peace/security =1 (24.7%); eco-
nomic/social=1 (40.8%); religion and state=1 (2.2%); political polarization/lack of
unity=1 (4.3%), and corruption=1 (2.8%).

Our surveys included twelve news media exposure items, with response categories
varying from “not at all” coded “1,” to “very often” (coded “5”). Exploratory factor
analysis revealed three factors: mainstream broadcast news outlets (TV news on
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channels 11, 12, and 13 and radio news on the public channels; M, . ,=2.98;SD=0.94,
My, s=2.96; SD=0.99), right-wing news outlets (Makor Rishon, Channel 7, Channel
20, and “other online outlets promoting a right-wing ideology™; M, ., =1.75;
SD=0.94, M, . ~=1.65; SD=0.91), and left-wing news outlets (Haaretz and “other
online outlets promoting a left-wing ideology”; M, . ,=1.63;SD=0.70,M,, . =1.54;
SD=0.76). Two factors emerged from exploratory factor analyses of items measuring
the number of times per week respondents performed various political activities on
social media. The first related to more passive activities (‘“followed politicians or politi-
cal parties on social media,” “content from politicians appeared on my social media
feed,” and “read content from politicians on social media” M,  .=2.51; SD=1.04,
My, s=2.50; 8D=0.76) and the second to more active ones (*“shared content by politi-
cians and parties,” “commented on posts by politicians,” “wrote on politicians’ Twitter
or Facebook pages,” “tagged politicians on Twitter or Facebook,” “politicians or parties
wrote back to me on Twitter or Facebook™; M,  .=1.24; SD=0.53, M, =124,
SD=0.56). In addition, the models control for the general frequency of social media use
(three items with scales varying between “never” coded “1” to “a few times a day”
coded “5”; relating to Instagram, Facebook, and Twitter; M, ,=4.04; SD=0.87).

In addition, voting in the 2015 elections (Likud=1; 17.3%), political ideology
(“How would you place yourself on a scale representing the political map with ‘1’
meaning right and ‘7’ meaning lefi?” M =3.18; SD = 1.60), Netanyahu and Gantz ther-

mometers on a scale varying between “0” for “rejection and hate” to “10” for “support

EENT 2

and Sympathy”; (MBB»thermmometerWaveZ - 545’ SD=3 65’ MGantz»thennometerWaveZ = 584’
SD=2.93 ; MBB-thermmometerWaveé =5. 14’ SD=3 60’ MGantz»thermomelerWaveG =5 94’ SD= 2’94)’

sex (Female=1; 48.1%), age (Modal category 30-39), education (1 for “elementary”
6 for graduate degree; M=4.37; SD=1.24), income (1 for “far below the average” to
5 “far above the average”; M=2.95; SD=1.11), ethnic origin (Mizrachi=1; 27.2%),
and religiosity (1=secular, 4=ultra-orthodox;, M=1.71; SD =0.88) were included as
co-variates.

Results

Predicting Voting in April and September

To test H1, that PPSR will predict voting for candidates, we ran four logistic regres-
sion models, reported in Table 1, predicting voting for Netanyahu’s Likud and Gantz’s
Blue and White in both April and September (R ;4 aprit=-7 1> Rg1uc and white, aprit =033
n=866; R 4 sc stember— 055 R%41 e and White. e stember— 013 7=651). Results demonstrated
that, in line with H1, PPSR-Netanyahu was strongly and positively associated with
Likud voting (April: 5=0.59, se=0.15, p<.001; Sept: b=0.65, se=0.16, p<.001).
PPSR-Netanyahu was also negatively associated with voting for Blue and White
(April: b=-0.49, se=0.13, p<.001; Sept: b=-0.74, se=0.14, p<0.001). As pre-
dicted by H1, PPSR-Gantz was strongly and positively associated with voting for Blue
and White (April 5=0.48, se=0.10, p<<.001; Sept: b=0.53, se=0.11, p<<.001).
PPSR-Gantz was strongly and negatively associated with voting Likud in September
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(h=-0.42, se=0.17, p<.001), but not in April. When examining the Wald statistics,
PPSR toward the candidates was among the strongest predictors in the equations
(together with voting in 2015, and the candidates’ thermometers), and the strongest in
Models 1 and 4.3

Modeling Voting Shifts
H2 predicted shifts to and from both main parties (Table 2; stmﬂs 0 Likud = -36, n=549;
R i 0 Blue anawhie = 385 175063 Rg o o tinua =01, n= 114, R2ui o and whie = -323

n=163). Here the main predictor variables were changes in PPSR (the difference scores
subtracting PPSR scores, measured in Wave 6, from PPSR scores in Wave 2). Because
this analysis focuses on a dynamic dependent variable, shifts to and away from a party
between waves, we computed a dynamic independent variable of changes in PPSR
between waves. Table 2 demonstrates that, in line with H2, changes in PPSR-Netanyahu
from Wave 2 to the Sept post-election survey (wave 7) positively predicted shifting to
the Likud, (+=0.44, se=0.22, p <.05) and negatively predicted shifting to Blue and
White (b=-0.39, se=0.17, p<.05). However, in contrast to the prediction of H2, the
opposite pattern was not evident for changes in PPSR-Gantz (for shifting to the Likud
b=0.01, se=0.17, n.s.; for shifting to Blue and White #=0.20, se=0.12, n.s.).*

While the signs were mostly in the correct directions, changes in PPSR did not
generally predict shifts in voting away from both the Likud and Blue and White to any
other party. A likely reason for this may be the much lower sample size, as the models
for shifting from Likud/Blue and White included only participants who initially
reported intending to vote for Likud/Blue and White in Wave 2, a much smaller num-
ber than in the models predicting shifting toward these parties that include all partici-
pants who in Wave 2 reported intention to vote for any party other than Likud/Blue and
White. Still, despite the small n, changes in PPSR-Gantz from Wave 2 to the Sept
post-election survey (wave 7) positively predicted shifting from the Likud, (b=0.70,
se=0.39, one-tailed-p < .05; a one-tailed hypothesis-test is justified given the clearly
directional nature of the hypothesis).®

Modeling Loyalty Toward Likud and Blue and White

Our final set of analyses involved testing H2a, which focused on the effects of PPSR
on loyalty to both main parties, operationalized as the number of times (from the six
relevant waves of the study) respondents reported either voting or intending to vote for
either the Likud and Blue and White. We used negative binomial regression models,
which are appropriate for dependent variables that include only non-negative integers
(usually used for count variables; Allison, 2012, p. 265). Results, reported in Table 3,
demonstrated that, in line with H2a, PPSR-Netanyahu positively predicted the loyalty
to the Likud (h=0.17, se=0.08, p <.05), and negatively predicted loyalty to Blue and
White (b=-0.27, se=0.07, p<.01). That is, the stronger the PPSR a voter had with
Netanyahu the more times s/he said they would vote/had voted for Likud and the fewer
times s/he said they would vote/had voted Blue and White. The opposite pattern was
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evident for PPSR-Gantz, which was positively associated with loyalty to Blue and
White (b=0.26, se=0.06, p<<.001) and negatively associated with loyalty to the
Likud (b=-0.17, se=0.09, one-tailed p <.05), as predicted by H2a.

Discussion

The results of this study replicate previous findings supporting the use of PPSR as a
strong predictor of political support and extend them to a multi-party context and to
the realm of voting decisions. The PPSR construct consistently increased the odds of
voting for the candidates’ parties, of shifting one’s vote toward the candidates’ parties,
and of being loyal to the candidates’ parties. These were rather robust effects, even
when controlling for a variety of political and demographic predictors. The negative
effects of the PPSR constructs on voting for the other party, shifting from the other
party, or being less loyal to the other parties, were less consistent.

The stronger positive role of PPSR in shaping voting for the candidates’ parties,
compared to the weaker and less consistent role of PPSR in negatively affecting voting
to the other party is consistent with Cohen and Holbert’s (2018) finding that PPSR is
better at explaining support than negative feelings toward opponents. All the more so,
this pattern makes sense in the Israeli multi-party context. If a voter did not feel a
strong connection to Netanyahu, s/he did not necessarily have to vote for Blue and
White and had quite a few other relevant voting options (including smaller right wing,
center parties or religious parties, in addition to parties from the left-wing block).

Multi-party contexts are considered more ideological and less personal by political
scientists (Lo et al., 2016). The fact that PPSR emerged as a strong predictor of voting
in Israel, considered in the literature an extreme multi-party system (Markowitz-
Elfassi et al., 2018), presents an important extension of the Cohen and Holbert’s (2018)
study that uncovered the effects of PPSR in the more heavily personalized American
context (McAllister, 2007). In other words, the current study demonstrates that the
intensity of the para-social relationship voters form with candidates is important not
only in contexts in which voters directly vote for candidates, it also matters when vot-
ers select between various ideological parties and have many options on the ballot.

The coefficients for PPSR were not only robust in-and-of themselves. They were
consistently among the three strongest predictors of all dependent variables in all mod-
els. Their strength is particularly salient given the weakness of the attitudinal vari-
ables. Only four out of 40 coefficients for political attitudes significantly affected the
dependent variables (two additional coefficients were borderline significant). Even
left-right placement played a weaker and less consistent role (with only two out of 10
significant coefficients). Importantly, our models control for issue voting (Carmines &
Stimson, 1980), closely linked to media agenda setting and priming theories (Iyengar
& Kinder, 2010; Only four out of 30 most-important-problem indicators in our main
models were significant predictors, and one additional borderline significant) and to
the normative influences, whose potential influence on voting were depicted by spiral
of silence theory (Donsbach et al., 2014; five out of 10 coefficients for perceived opin-
ion climate were significant and in the direction predicted by the theory). The
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weakness of political attitudes in the models may stem from the fact that our analyses
centers on the two main parties that did not differ very much ideologically, with the
exception of attitudes toward corruption and the legal system (with Netanyahu’s cor-
ruption indictment in the background). Political attitudes mattered less than PPSR
given the campaigns’ focus on personal aspects. Both media commentators and the
parties’ campaigns portrayed the campaign as a vote for or against Netanyahu.

Other major predictors identified in this study (e.g., previous voting, demograph-
ics) echo classical findings in political communication research about the stability of
political preferences and the importance of social groups in forming loyalty toward the
parties (Lazarsfeld et al., 1944). While the American Voter studies (Campbell et al.,
1980) stressed identification with parties as a psychological attachment with parties
shaped early on in political life, that serves as a filter through which future events are
processed, consequentially carrying an immense political significance, our data dem-
onstrates a more personal, psychological attachment, more reliant on, and more simi-
lar to social or quasi-social relationship, interaction, and dynamics. Thinking of voting
from a relational perspective can help explain both the centrality of media appearances
(in which candidates talk directly to voters) and the long-term loyalty to leaders and
parties. If voters feel that candidates “get them” and share their concerns and that in
turn they have a relationship with a candidate, it seems very unlikely to change their
minds based on policy arguments. Just as it takes a lot for us to sever a friendship and
we are often willing to overlook quite a bit of hardship from a good friend before we
abandon them (even when disinterested parties cannot understand why), so a strong
connection to a candidate is likely to be hard to change.

Our study pitted PPSRs against the less theoretically-grounded and more general
“thermometer score” which is akin to liking but lacks the relational components of
some of the PPSR items. The fact that PPSR performed better as a predictor of voting
and loyalty helps us understand that the friendship-like intimate bonds, not merely
liking, that Gantz and Netanyahu managed to form with some of their voters have had
an immense impact for their electoral success.

A political para-social relationship highlights perceived one-to-one relational con-
nections forged by potential voters with those who seek elected office as being central
to decision making. Binding relational perceptions of this kind speak to voters believ-
ing a candidate retains with them a shared understanding of the major issues of the
day, that each listens to the other as they establish a nation’s priorities, and that their
mutual friendship is based on each looking out for the best interests of the other. The
transition from ideology or party identification to political para-social relationships as
a key predictor of vote choice represents a shift toward more intimate, personal bonds
being important in determining election outcomes. A perceived PPSR-based relational
connection is envisioned to be a two-way dynamic. A citizen may engage politicians in
mediated environments that are defined by one-way, politician-to-voter communica-
tion dynamics, but from these encounters two-way, reciprocal bonds are formed in the
minds of those who will be heading to the voting booth.

It is the intimacy, sense of reciprocity and authenticity, bi-directional understand-
ing and familiarity, that PPSR consist of, not only ideological congruence or mere
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sympathy, that are at the heart of the process described in this paper. From this per-
spective, voting is an act of social commitment toward a friend-like politician, not a
rational choice between ideological alternatives.

An additional noteworthy finding is that the effects of PPSR-Netanyahu on voting
for Netanyahu’s Likud were in many of the models stronger than the effects of PPSR-
Gantz on voting for Gantz’s Blue and White. The reason for this is probably that Israeli
voters’ para-social relationships with Netanyahu, whose political career started in the
1990s, are longer, and perhaps as a result more meaningful and consequential, com-
pared to their relationships with political newcomer Benny Gantz. This is in line with
the finding that para-social relationships become more meaningful over time in enter-
tainment research (Rubin & McHugh, 1987) and, in the political domain, with the
finding that incumbency brings with it stronger bonds with the electorate (Mayhew,
2008). Another reason could be related to the fact that in the Netanyahu era, Israeli
news coverage demonstrated a relatively high level of concentrated personalization,
focusing on the head of the government, compared to the visibility of all other domes-
tic political actors (Van Aelst et al., 2017, p. 122).

The strong outcomes of PPSR are surprising and noteworthy in another way. Para-
social relationships with media personae and celebrities exist in a non-competitive
environment. Generally, (though not always) being a fan of a singer, sports figure or a
host, does not preclude liking another. It also is not likely to meet with resistance from
others or put one in competition with fans of other celebrities. But in a charged politi-
cal environment, especially during heated campaigns, having para-social relationships
with candidates is a risky proposition. First, a political loss is likely to hurt and be
more disappointing if one is in a relationship with the loser. Second, one may receive
criticism for their relationships from close others who are invested in opponents.
Finally, a strong PPSR commits a voter to a candidate who may do something or say
something one cannot condone, creating dissonance. That despite all of these risks
people develop PPSRs, and these PPSRs have the effects found in this study, extends
the boundaries of our understanding of para-social phenomena.

Though the focus of this study was primarily theoretical, there are also some inter-
esting practical implications to our findings. The fact that PPSR predicts voting sug-
gests that the ability of candidates to form strong para-social bonds is important both to
attracting voters but also to keeping them loyal through the inevitable ebbs and flows of
the campaigns. Using existing knowledge about predictors of para-social interaction
and relationships (e.g., camera angles and direct address: Dibble et al., 2016; Schramm
& Wirth, 2010; increased self-disclosure: Kim & Song, 2016, etc.) can help candidates
strengthen their relationships with voters. Activity on social media can also increase
PPSR, as demonstrated by past research (Paravati et al., 2020): intimacy can be fostered
when politicians share stories that display them in personal settings in a way that makes
politicians resemble regular friends (Powell et al., 2011), as well as when followers
watch them interact with other followers (Dai & Walther, 2018).

Following politicians on social media seems to be crucial for the maintenance
of PPSRs, but we know relatively little about why people select to follow politicians
and which politicians they select to follow on social media. Given that followers of
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politicians on social media tend to be savvy news users (Fisher et al., 2019), it is pos-
sible that mainstream news attention instigates curiosity toward politicians’ social
media profiles. Liking a politician or a party is cited by followers as one of the main
reasons they follow politicians (Fisher et al., 2019, p. 242). This implies that even in
an era of direct contact with political actors (Bennett & Manheim, 2006), part of the
para-social bond with politicians is still formed on mainstream channels, mainly TV,
and later augmented on social media. Future research should explore the potential of
candidates to create PPSR using various media channels, in a hybrid media ecology.

Finally, this study is not free of limitations. Despite the time ordering of both inde-
pendent and dependent variables, demonstrating that shifts in PPSR are correlated
with shifts in voting does not necessarily prove that the former caused the latter, and
an association between early PPSR and future voting is consistent with an argument
regarding a causal effect of the former on the latter, but does not provide definitive
evidence that support such an argument. A second limitation is that, as in all other elec-
tion studies, reports of voting are probably not fully accurate (Waismel-Manor &
Sarid, 2011). Thirdly, as mentioned above, given the very long surveys, we were able
to apply the PPSR scales only toward the two main politicians (the only viable candi-
dates for Prime Minister), and not toward additional political leaders of smaller par-
ties. Fourthly, the 2019 Israeli elections turned out to be personalized and focused on
the Israeli electorate’s approval or disapproval of prime minister Netanyahu. More
ideological elections or a parliamentary multiparty system with candidates who are not
as strong personalities as Netanyahu could have served as a better theoretical exten-
sion of previous US findings. Still, the fact that PPSR toward Benny Gantz, a relative
newcomer and probably a weaker and less charismatic politician, was also a strong
predictor of voting, is theoretically meaningful and extends previous findings.

A fifth and final limitation is that we cannot estimate the effects of media exposure
on PPSR, and indirectly through PPSR on voting. Our survey included typical media
exposure items, measuring the frequency of exposure to various news outlets and
social media. Models predicting the PPSR scales using these news exposure items are
reported in Supplemental Online Appendix 5. While some of the resulting patterns are
telling (e.g., exposure to mainstream outlets significantly predicted PPSR with both
Netanyahu and Gantz in three out of four models), a more accurate estimation should
include frequency of exposure to TV interviews with the candidates and following
them on social media, not the frequency of news exposure in general. As always, much
remains for future research.

However, despite these inevitable shortcomings, the study finds convincing effects
of PPSR on voting during two election campaigns. By replicating findings about PPSR
across countries and types of political systems (two-party vs. multi-party elections),
the present results provide evidence of the importance of thinking of voting decisions
as based on a sense of a personal connection to candidates. By applying a theory from
entertainment to a political context, our results point to the common thread between
these two realms of public life. Like other media personae, politicians project an image
and cultivate imaginary relationships with voters. Like singers or ball players, they are
at once real people and imaginary characters who play a public role. It is crucial that
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we see politics as the enactment of real and important issues, but it is also crucial that
we realize that voters look to politicians as more than remote problem solvers. In
democracies, voters need to have a sense that their leaders are real, accessible, and that
they understand what ails voters. They seek a personal relationship with candidates
even if it is only an imaginary relationship. Future research should delve deeper into
what underlies para-social relationships with politicians and how these are similar and
different than the para-social relationships we have with other celebrities.
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Notes

1. Each wave included an attention test question. On Wave 1 the question asked, “We would
like to know what news websites people trust, but to show us you read the question please
ignore it and choose Reuters and Al-Monitor as your answers.” In Wave 2 the question
asked, “To make sure you are reading our questions, indicate how much money should we
deny from the compensation you receive for answering this poll.” Lastly, on Wave 7 the
question asked, “Which game is called ‘The king’s game’? No matter what the true answer
is, please select basketball.”

2. Thermometers for Bibi and Gantz were not included in Wave 2. Thermometers from Wave
3 were used in these analyses as the closest proxy.

3. Itis worthwhile noting that in some of the models in Table 1, we detected multi-collinearity
between the PPSR constructs and the thermometer scores and ideology, with the lowest toler-
ances reaching 0.23, lower than the 0.40 threshold recommended by Allison (1999, p. 141).
Given that multi-collinearity inflates the standard errors but the regression coefficients are
still the best unbiased estimates (Allison, 1999, p. 144; see also Allison, 2012, pp. 60—62),
we still report the estimates. As multi-collinearity typically makes it harder to detect signifi-
cant correlations, and not the other way around (Allison, 1999, p. 142), the reported signifi-
cance tests are conservative tests. In addition, for each of the models, Supplemental Online
Appendix 4 (Table 4.1) reports findings from Ridge regression analysis, a controversial solu-
tion to multi-collinearity (see Myers & Myers, 1990, pp. 389—419), criticized for the instabil-
ity of the results, but still one of the only approaches available to try to solve what is at times
an un-solvable problem. These findings fully replicated the findings reported in Table 1.
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4.  As explained in Endnote #2 above, the hypotheses-tests in Table 2 are conservative, given
multi-collinearity between the PPSR-constructs, the thermometer scores and ideology,
when running the less conservative Ridge regression (Supplemental Online Appendix 4;
Table 4.2), the two significant effects in Table 2 remained significant. In addition, this
analysis revealed a significant effect of APPSR-Gantz on shifting to Gantz’s Blue and
White party (b=0.08, se=0.03, p <.01).

5. Following the explanation in Endnote #2 above, these analyses were fully replicated using
Ridge regression, reported in Supplemental Online Appendix 4 (Table 4.2).

6. The positive effects of PPSR-Netanyahu on Likud-loyalty and of PPSR-Gantz on Blue-
and-White-loyalty were significant in the Ridge regression analyses (Supplemental Online
Appendix 4, Table 4.3).

References

Achen, C. H., & Bartels, L. M. (2017). Democracy for realists: Why elections do not produce
responsive government (Vol. 4). Princeton University Press.

Adam, S., & Maier, M. (2010). Personalization of politics a critical review and agenda for
research. Annals of the International Communication Association, 34(1), 213-257. https://
doi.org/10.1080/23808985.2010.11679101

Allison, P. D. (1999). Multiple regression: A primer. Pine Forge Press.

Allison, P. D. (2012). Logistic regression using SAS: Theory and application. SAS Institute.

Balmas, M., Rahat, G., Sheafer, T., & Shenhav, S. R. (2012). Two routes to personalized poli-
tics: Centralized and decentralized personalization. Party Politics, 20(1),37-51. https://doi.
org/10.1177/1354068811436037

Balmas, M., & Sheafer, T. (2010). Candidate image in election campaigns: Attribute agenda
setting, affective priming, and voting intentions. International Journal of Public Opinion
Research, 22(2), 204-229. https://doi.org/10.1093/ijpor/edq009

Bennett, W. L. (2012). The personalization of politics: Political identity, social media, and
changing patterns of participation. The ANNALS of the American Academy of Political and
Social Science, 644(1), 20-39. https://doi.org/10.1177/0002716212451428

Bennett, W. L., & Manheim, J. B. (2006). The one-step flow of communication. 7he ANNALS
of the American Academy of Political and Social Science, 608(1), 213-232. https://doi.
org/10.1177/0002716206292266

Bittner, A. (2011). Platform or personality?: The role of party leaders in elections. Oxford
University Press.

Brown, W. J., & Basil, M. D. (2010). Parasocial interaction and identification: Social change
processes for effective health interventions. Health Communication, 25(6-7), 601-602.
https://doi.org/10.1080/10410236.2010.496830

Campbell, A., Converse, P. E., Miller, W. E., & Stokes, D. E. (1980). The American voter.
University of Chicago Press.

Campus, D. (2010). Mediatization and personalization of politics in Italy and France: The cases
of Berlusconi and Sarkozy. The International Journal of Press/Politics, 15(2), 219-235.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1940161209358762

Carmines, E. G., & Stimson, J. A. (1980). The two faces of issue voting. American Political
Science Review, 74(1), 78-91. https://doi.org/10.2307/1955648

Centeno, D. D. G. (2010). Celebrification in Philippine politics: Exploring the relationship
between celebrity endorser’s parasociability and the public’s voting behavior. Social
Science Diliman, 6(1), 66—85.


https://doi.org/10.1080/23808985.2010.11679101
https://doi.org/10.1080/23808985.2010.11679101
https://doi.org/10.1177/1354068811436037
https://doi.org/10.1177/1354068811436037
https://doi.org/10.1093/ijpor/edq009
https://doi.org/10.1177/0002716212451428
https://doi.org/10.1177/0002716206292266
https://doi.org/10.1177/0002716206292266
https://doi.org/10.1080/10410236.2010.496830
https://doi.org/10.1177/1940161209358762
https://doi.org/10.2307/1955648

Tsfati et al. 27

Centeno, D. D. G. (2015). Constructing celebrities as political endorsers: Parasocial acts, cul-
tural power, and cultural capital. Philippine Political Science Journal, 36(2), 209-232.
https://doi.org/10.1080/01154451.2015.1084746

Chung, S., & Cho, H. (2017). Fostering parasocial relationships with celebrities on social media:
Implications for celebrity endorsement. Psychology & Marketing, 34(4), 481-495. https://
doi.org/10.1002/mar.21001

Claessens, N., & van den Bulck, H. (2015). Parasocial relationships with audiences’ favorite
celebrities: The role of audience and celebrity characteristics in a representative Flemish
sample. Communications, 40(1), 43—65. https://doi.org/10.1515/commun-2014-0027

Cohen, J. (2009). Parasocial interaction and identification. In M. B. Oliver & R. Nabi (Eds.),
The Sage handbook of media processes and effects (pp. 223-236). Sage.

Cohen, J. (2014). Mediated relationships and social life: current research on fandom, parasocial
relationships, and identification. Media and Social Life, 142—156.

Cohen, J., & Holbert, R. L. (2018). Assessing the predictive value of parasocial relationship
intensity in a political context. Communication Research, 48(4), 501-526. https://doi.
org/10.1177/0093650218759446

Cohen, P. N. (2019). The coming divorce decline. Socius, 5, 237802311987349. https://doi.
org/10.1177/2378023119873497

Dai, Y., & Walther, J. B. (2018). Vicariously experiencing parasocial intimacy with public
figures through observations of interactions on social media. Human Communication
Research, 44(3), 322-342. https://doi.org/10.1093/hcr/hqy003

Dibble, J. L., Hartmann, T., & Rosaen, S. F. (2016). Parasocial interaction and parasocial
relationship: Conceptual clarification and a critical assessment of measures. Human
Communication Research, 42(1), 21-44. https://doi.org/10.1111/hcre.12063

Donsbach, W., Tsfati, Y., & Salmon, C. T. (2014). The legacy of spiral of silence theory: An
introduction. In W. Donsbach, C. T. Salmon, & Y. Tsfati (Eds.), The spiral of silence: New
perspectives on communication and public opinion (pp. 17-34). Routledge.

Dunn, S. G. S., & Nisbett, G. S. (2014). Parasocial interactions online: Candidate intimacy in
webpages and Facebook. The Journal of Social Media in Society, 3(2), 27-41.

Eyal, K., & Cohen, J. (2006). When good friends say goodbye: A parasocial breakup study.
Journal of Broadcasting & Electronic Media, 50(3), 502-523. https://doi.org/10.1207/
s15506878jobem5003 9

Fisher, C., Culloty, E., Lee, J. Y., & Park, S. (2019). Regaining control: Citizens who follow
politicians on social media and their perceptions of journalism. Digital Journalism, 7(2),
230-250. https://doi.org/10.1080/21670811.2018.1519375

Gabriel, S., Paravati, E., Green, M. C., & Flomsbee, J. (2018). From apprentice to president:
The role of parasocial connection in the election of Donald Trump. Social Psychological
and Personality Science, 9(3), 299-307. https://doi.org/10.1177/1948550617722835

Garzia, D. (2011). The personalization of politics in Western democracies: Causes and con-
sequences on leader—follower relationships. The Leadership Quarterly, 22(4), 697-709.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.leaqua.2011.05.010

Gerard, H. B., & White, G. L. (1983). Post-decisional reevaluation of choice alternatives.
Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 9(3), 365-369. https://doi.org/10.1177/0146
167283093006

Hardy, B. W. (2017). Candidate traits and political choice. In K. Kensky & K. H. Jamieson
(Eds.), The Oxford handbook of political communication (pp. 437-450). Oxford University
Press.


https://doi.org/10.1080/01154451.2015.1084746
https://doi.org/10.1002/mar.21001
https://doi.org/10.1002/mar.21001
https://doi.org/10.1515/commun-2014-0027
https://doi.org/10.1177/0093650218759446
https://doi.org/10.1177/0093650218759446
https://doi.org/10.1177/2378023119873497
https://doi.org/10.1177/2378023119873497
https://doi.org/10.1093/hcr/hqy003
https://doi.org/10.1111/hcre.12063
https://doi.org/10.1207/s15506878jobem5003_9
https://doi.org/10.1207/s15506878jobem5003_9
https://doi.org/10.1080/21670811.2018.1519375
https://doi.org/10.1177/1948550617722835
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.leaqua.2011.05.010
https://doi.org/10.1177/0146167283093006
https://doi.org/10.1177/0146167283093006

28 Communication Research 00(0)

Hartmann, T. (2016). Parasocial interaction, parasocial relationships, and well-being. In L.
Reinecke & M. B. Oliver (Eds.), The Routledge handbook of media use and well-being:
International perspectives on theory and research on positive media effects (pp. 131-144).
Routledge.

Hayes, A. F., Glynn, C. J., & Shanahan, J. (2005). Willingness to self-censor: A construct and
measurement tool for public opinion research. International Journal of Public Opinion
Research, 17(3), 298-323. https://doi.org/10.1093/ijpor/edh073

Hobolt, S., Leeper, T. J., & Tilley, J. (2020). Divided by the vote: Affective polarization in the
wake of the Brexit referendum. British Journal of Political Science. Advance online publi-
cation. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007123420000125

Hofstetter, C. R., & Gianos, C. L. (1997). Political talk radio: Actions speak louder than words.
Journal of Broadcasting & Electronic Media, 41(4), 501-515. https://doi.org/10.1080
/08838159709364423

Horton, D., & Wohl, R. (1956). Mass communication and para-social interaction. Psychiatry,
19(3), 215-229. https://doi.org/10.1080/00332747.1956.11023049

Hovland, C. I., Janis, 1. L., & Kelley, H. H. (1953). Communication and persuasion,
Psychological studies of opinion change. Yale University Press.

Iyengar, S., & Kinder, D. R. (2010). News that matters: Television and American opinion.
University of Chicago Press.

Kim, J., & Song, H. (2016). Celebrity’s self-disclosure on Twitter and parasocial relationships:
A mediating role of social presence. Computers in Human Behavior, 62, 570-577. https://
doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2016.03.083

Ko, H. C., & Wu, W. N. (2017). Exploring the determinants of viewers’ loyalty toward beauty
YouTubers: A parasocial interaction perspective [Conference session]. Proceedings of the
2017 International Conference on Education and Multimedia Technology (pp. 81-86),
Singapore.

Laustsen, L., & Bor, A. (2017). The relative weight of character traits in political candidate eval-
uations: Warmth is more important than competence, leadership and integrity. Electoral
Studies, 49, 96—107. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.electstud.2017.08.001

Lazarsfeld, P. F., Berelson, B., & Gaudet, H. (1944). The people’s choice. Columbia University
Press.

Le, B., Dove, N. L., Agnew, C. R., Korn, M. S., & Mutso, A. A. (2010). Predicting nonmari-
tal romantic relationship dissolution: A meta-analytic synthesis. Personal Relationships,
17(3), 377-390. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1475-6811.2010.01285.x

Lee, E. J. (2013). Effectiveness of politicians’ soft campaign on Twitter versus TV: Cognitive
and experiential routes. Journal of Communication, 63(5),953-974. https://doi.org/10.1111/
jeom.12049

Lee, E. J., & Shin, S. Y. (2012). When the medium is the message: How transportability moder-
ates the effects of politicians’ Twitter communication. Communication Research, 41(8),
1088-1110. https://doi.org/10.1177/0093650212466407

Lieberman, R. C., Mettler, S., Pepinsky, T. B., Roberts, K. M., & Valelly, R. (2019). The Trump
presidency and American democracy: A historical and comparative analysis. Perspectives
on Politics, 17(2), 470-479. https://doi.org/10.1017/S1537592718003286

Liebers, N., & Schramm, H. (2019). Parasocial interactions and relationships with media char-
acters—an inventory of 60 years of research. Communication Research Trends, 38(2), 4-31.

Lo, J., Proksch, S.-O., & Slapin, J. B. (2016). Ideological clarity in multiparty competition: A
new measure and test using election manifestos. British Journal of Political Science, 46(3),
591-610. https://doi.org/10.5129/001041510X12911363509477


https://doi.org/10.1093/ijpor/edh073
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007123420000125
https://doi.org/10.1080/08838159709364423
https://doi.org/10.1080/08838159709364423
https://doi.org/10.1080/00332747.1956.11023049
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2016.03.083
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2016.03.083
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.electstud.2017.08.001
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1475-6811.2010.01285.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/jcom.12049
https://doi.org/10.1111/jcom.12049
https://doi.org/10.1177/0093650212466407
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1537592718003286
https://doi.org/10.5129/001041510X12911363509477

Tsfati et al. 29

Markowitz-Elfassi, D., Sheafer, T., Tsfati, Y., Weimann, G., & Wolfsfeld, G. (2018). Political
communication and Israeli politics. In R. Hazan, A. Dowty, M. Hofnung, & G. Rahat
(Eds.), The Oxford handbook of Israeli politics and society. Oxford University Press.

Marmor-Lavie, G., & Weimann, G. (2008). Intimacy appeals in Israeli televised political
advertising. Political Communication, 25(3), 249-268. https://doi.org/10.1080/1058460
0802197327

Mayhew, D. R. (2008). Incumbency advantage in US presidential elections: The historical
record. Political Science Quarterly, 123(2), 201-228. https://doi/org/10.2307/20203009

McAllister, 1. (2007). The personalization of politics. In R. Dalton & H.-D. Klingemann (Eds.),
The Oxford handbook of political behavior (pp. 571-586). Oxford University Press.

McCroskey, J. C., & Teven, J. J. (1999). Goodwill: A reexamination of the construct and
its measurement. Communications Monographs, 66(1), 90—103. https://doi.org/10.1080
/03637759909376464

Meyrowitz, J. (1986). No sense of place: The impact of electronic media on social behavior.
Oxford University Press.

Myers, R. H., & Myers, R. H. (1990). Classical and modern regression with applications (Vol.
2). Duxbury Press.

Osterman, L. L., & Hecmanczuk, T. A. (2019). Parasocial forgiveness: The roles of parasocial
closeness and offense perceptions. Journal of Social and Personal Relationships, 37(3),
800-820. https://doi.org/10.1177/0265407519879511

Paravati, E., Naidu, E., Gabriel, S., & Wiedemann, C. (2020). More than just a tweet: The
unconscious impact of forming parasocial relationships through social media. Psychology
of Consciousness: Theory, Research, and Practice, 7(4), 388—403. https://doi.org/10.1037/
cns0000214

Peri, Y. (2004). Telepopulism: Media and politics in Israel. Stanford University Press.

Powell, L., Hickson, M., Amsbary, J. H., Richmond, V. P., & McCroskey, J. C. (2014). The
“Drinking-Buddy” scale and perceptions of assertiveness, responsiveness and authentic-
ity. Journal of Political Science & Public Affairs, 2, 134. https://doi.org/10.4172/2332-
0761.1000134

Powell, L., Richmond, V. P., & Williams, G. C. (2011). Social networking and political cam-
paigns: Perceptions of candidates as interpersonal constructs. North American Journal of
Psychology, 13(2), 331-342.

Rahat, G., & Sheafer, T. (2007). The personalization(s) of politics: Israel, 1949-2003. Political
Communication, 24(1), 65-80. https://doi.org/10.1080/10584600601128739

Rubin, R. B., & McHugh, M. P. (1987). Development of parasocial interaction relationships.
Journal of Broadcasting & Electronic Media, 31(3), 279-292. https://doi.org/10.1080
/08838158709386664

Schramm, H., & Wirth, W. (2010). Testing a universal tool for measuring parasocial interac-
tions across different situations and media: Findings from three studies. Journal of Media
Psychology: Theories, Methods, and Applications, 22(1), 26-36.

Stehr, P., Roessler, P., Leissner, L., & Schoenhardt, F. (2015). Parasocial opinion leadership
media personalities’ influence within parasocial relations: Theoretical conceptualization
and preliminary results. International Journal of Communication, 9, 982—-1001.

Stromback, J., & Esser, F. (2017). Making sense of mediatized politics: Theoretical and empiri-
cal perspectives. Routledge.

Thorson, K. S., & Rodgers, S. (2006). Relationships between blogs as EWOM and interactivity,
perceived interactivity, and parasocial interaction. Journal of Interactive Advertising, 6(2),
5-44. https://doi.org/10.1080/15252019.2006.10722117


https://doi.org/10.1080/10584600802197327
https://doi.org/10.1080/10584600802197327
https://doi/org/10.2307/20203009
https://doi.org/10.1080/03637759909376464
https://doi.org/10.1080/03637759909376464
https://doi.org/10.1177/0265407519879511
https://doi.org/10.1037/cns0000214
https://doi.org/10.1037/cns0000214
https://doi.org/10.4172/2332-0761.1000134
https://doi.org/10.4172/2332-0761.1000134
https://doi.org/10.1080/10584600601128739
https://doi.org/10.1080/08838158709386664
https://doi.org/10.1080/08838158709386664
https://doi.org/10.1080/15252019.2006.10722117

30 Communication Research 00(0)

Tsiotsou, R. H. (2015). The role of social and parasocial relationships on social networking
sites loyalty. Computers in Human Behavior, 48, 401-414. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb
.2015.01.064

Tukachinsky, R., Walter, N., & Saucier, C. J. (2020). Antecedents and effects of parasocial
relationships: A meta-analysis. Journal of Communication, 70(6), 868—894. https://doi.
org/10.1093/joc/jqaa034

Van Aelst, P., Sheafer, T., Hube, N., & Papathanassopoulos, S. (2017). Personalization. In C. de
Vreese, F. Esser, & D. N. Hopmann (Eds.), Comparing political journalism (pp. 112—130).
Routledge.

Van Aelst, P., Sheafer, T., & Stanyer, J. (2011). The personalization of mediated political com-
munication: A review of concepts, operationalizations and key findings. Journalism, 13(2),
203-220. https://doi.org/10.1177/1464884911427802

Waismel-Manor, 1., & Sarid, J. (2011). Can overreporting in surveys be reduced? Evidence
from Israel’s municipal elections. International Journal of Public Opinion Research, 23(4),
522-529.

Warner, B. R., & Banwart, M. C. (2016). A multifactor approach to candidate image.
Communication Studies, 67(3), 259-279. https://doi.org/10.1080/10510974.2016.1156005

Young, A. F., Gabriel, S., & Hollar, J. L. (2013). Batman to the rescue! The protective effects
of parasocial relationships with muscular superheroes on men’s body image. Journal of
Experimental Social Psychology, 49(1), 173—177. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jesp.2012
.08.003

Author Biographies

Yariv Tsfati (PhD, University of Pennsylvania) is professor at the Department of Communi-
cation, University of Haifa. He studies political communication, particularly audience percep-
tions of media and their implications for audience learning, media exposure and effects.

Jonathan Cohen (PhD, University of Southern California) is a professor in the Department of
Communication, University of Haifa, Israel. His research and teaching focus on narrative per-
suasion, audience relationships with media characters, and perceptions of media influence.

Shira Dvir-Gvirsman (PhD Hebrew University, 2011) is an associate professor at the Dan
Department of Communication, Tel Aviv University. Her fields of interest are: news con-
sumption practices and their implications on political behavior.

Keren Tsuriel is a doctoral student at the Department of Communication in Tel Aviv University,
Israel. Her research focuses on nonvoters, social media interventions, political communication,
and psychological media effects.

Israel Waismel-Manor (PhD Government, Cornell University) is a senior lecturer in the
School of Political Science at the University of Haifa. His current research explores the effects
of political and non-verbal communication on attitude formation and political behavior.

R. Lance Holbert (PhD, University of Wisconsin-Madison) is on faculty in the Department of
Communication and Social Influence, Klein College of Media and Communication, Temple
University. He studies persuasion-based media effects in the context of politics and currently
serves as Editor-in-Chief of Journal of Communication.


https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2015.01.064
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2015.01.064
https://doi.org/10.1093/joc/jqaa034
https://doi.org/10.1093/joc/jqaa034
https://doi.org/10.1177/1464884911427802
https://doi.org/10.1080/10510974.2016.1156005
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jesp.2012.08.003
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jesp.2012.08.003

