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ABSTRACT
Taking a relational approach, this research investigates why people are so prone to gossip about their favorite celebrities relative 
to other targets. We focus on the emotional dynamics that characterize the choice of whether to gossip and compare parasocial 
relationships—one‐sided bonds in which celebrities influence consumers, but not vice versa—with more balanced social 
relationships. Across five preregistered studies, we show gossiping about one's favorite celebrity evokes less anticipated guilt 
and more perceived excitement than gossiping about other targets (e.g., friends, acquaintances, ex‐partners, and non‐favorite 
celebrities). These two emotional responses help explain the effect of relationship type on the likelihood of gossiping. We also 
find that gossiping about one's favorite celebrity can increase consumers' willingness‐to‐pay for celebrity‐related products. 
Taken together, this research contributes to the literature on word‐of‐mouth, parasocial relationships and information sharing, 
while shedding light on a psychological mechanism that helps sustain the ubiquity of celebrity gossip.

People love to talk about the personal details of other people's 
lives. After talking about themselves, individuals talk most 
frequently about absent third parties, an act commonly known 
as gossiping (Emler 1990). It has been estimated that people 
dedicate an average of 52 min each day to discussing matters 
that concern other people who are not present (Robbins and 
Karan 2020). Far from trivial, gossip plays a central role in 
people's lives, allowing individuals to navigate complex social 
environments by transmitting personal information about oth
ers, and helping them learn social norms, assess reputations, 
and build alliances (Beersma and Van Kleef 2012; Foster 2004).

While gossip can target friends, family, or acquaintances, a 
significant industry has grown around generating celebrity 
gossip that then gets passed along by ordinary consumers. From 
tabloid headlines to viral TikTok trends, celebrity gossip is a 
universal cultural force—ubiquitous in everyday discourse and 
a significant commercial sector unto itself. More than a decade 
ago, the value of paid advertising surrounding celebrity gossip 

was already estimated at $3 billion (The New York Times 2011). 
By 2020, People magazine, a mainstream media outlet show
casing celebrity gossip, reached more than 90 million readers 
(Statista 2020). Time Magazine branded 2022 “The Year of 
Gossip,” while by 2024, Microsoft was touting the ability of its 
new Edge browser to help users “stay up to date with celebrity 
gossip” Time 2022; Microsoft 2024.

This research asks the question: What makes people so prone to 
share celebrity gossip? We propose the answer lies, at least in 
part, in the special one‐sided nature of the parasocial relation
ship people maintain with their favorite celebrities. Parasocial 
relationships lack the reciprocal influence of social relation
ships. While celebrities often influence the lives of consumers, 
consumers rarely influence the lives of celebrities. Further, 
while consumers are emotionally invested in the lives of their 
favorite celebrities despite no actual interpersonal interactions, 
celebrities typically do not even know these consumers exist 
(Horton and Richard Wohl 1956). This imbalance in influence 

This is an open access article under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution‐NonCommercial‐NoDerivs License, which permits use and distribution in any 
medium, provided the original work is properly cited, the use is non‐commercial and no modifications or adaptations are made. 

© 2026 The Author(s). Psychology & Marketing published by Wiley Periodicals LLC. 

1 Psychology & Marketing, 2026; 1–14 
https://doi.org/10.1002/mar.70120

https://doi.org/10.1002/mar.70120
https://orcid.org/0009-0007-7264-0508
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-1812-5042
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-7915-1359
mailto:ggiambastiani@escp.eu
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.1002/mar.70120
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1002%2Fmar.70120&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2026-02-26


and interpersonal investment impacts the emotions people ex
pect to experience when considering gossiping about their 
favorite celebrities compared to when they consider gossiping 
about other people in their lives; it reduces the guilt and en
hances the excitement.

Across four preregistered studies, we first examine how the 
parasocial nature of a relationship affects the propensity to 
gossip, and how expectations of less guilt and greater excite
ment play a crucial role in licensing people to gossip. We do so 
while focusing on neutral content (gossip i.e., not clearly posi
tive or negative). The evidence suggests that, all else equal, 
people are significantly more likely to share gossip about their 
favorite celebrities than about friends, acquaintances, ex‐ 
partners, and non‐favorite celebrities. The higher propensity to 
gossip about favorite celebrities happens largely because talking 
about someone with whom you have a parasocial relationship, 
on average, feels less morally consequential (i.e., less guilt‐ 
inducing), and more emotionally rewarding (i.e., more 
excitement‐inducing). Importantly, in a fifth study we find that 
gossiping about favorite celebrities increases consumers' inten
tions to invest resources in celebrity‐related products.

This research contributes to a growing literature on word‐of‐ 
mouth, interpersonal communication and parasocial relation
ships by offering a relationship‐based account of what helps 
drive celebrity gossip. In doing so, we address the call for more 
research investigating relational influence and gossip (Lee 
et al. 2022), and we contribute to the limited research in mar
keting that investigates people's motives for consuming and 
sharing celebrity gossip (an exception being Nasa et al. 2025). 
Additionally, we add to existing research investigating re
lationships between consumers and celebrities (Tran et al. 2019) 
by offering a meaningful explanation, accompanied by empiri
cal support involving more than 2100 respondents, as to why 
consumers are so prone to talk about their favorite celebrities 
and the implications of doing so.

1 | The Triparty Nature of Gossip 

Gossip entails a sender communicating personal information to 
a receiver about an absent third party (Foster 2004; Dores Cruz 
et al. 2021). The three actors—sender, receiver, and target— 
constitute what is considered the gossip triad (Peters and 
Kashima 2007). Choosing the gossip target often depends on the 
sender's motive and the context, reflecting the fact that gossip 
serves multiple social and emotional functions (Beersma and 
Van Kleef 2012; Foster 2004). The valence of the content also 
matters. Employing an observational method that involved 
recording everyday conversations, Robbins and Karan (2020) 
found most gossip involved neutral (75%), followed by negative 
(15%) and lastly positive (10%) content. Other research has 
found positive, negative, and neutral gossip each represent 
roughly one‐third of what people share, and the choice of target 
can depend on valence (Dores Cruz et al. 2021). For example, 
Ellwardt et al. (2012) find that, in the workplace, negative 
gossip is more often directed at lower‐status colleagues while 
positive gossip is more often directed at higher‐status col
leagues, which is likely to reinforce workplace norms and 
power dynamics. Outside of the workplace, people have been 
shown to be more likely to share negative news about rivals and 

positive news about close others, such as friends or romantic 
partners (McAndrew et al. 2007).

The extant literature includes mixed findings regarding the 
relative propensity to gossip about celebrities. Lee et al. (2022) 
find that people are more inclined to spread positive gossip 
about a close friend than a celebrity, and a celebrity more than a 
stranger, while people are more inclined to spread negative 
gossip about a celebrity than a friend, and a friend more than a 
stranger. Other research by Robbins and Karan (2020) finds the 
target of gossip is more often an acquaintance (including 
friends, family, coworkers, and romantic partners) than a 
celebrity. Valence is often difficult to determine as different 
receivers might attach different evaluative meaning to a state
ment, which is different from what senders intended (Dores 
Cruz et al. 2021). Hence, our focus is first and foremost on the 
propensity to share neutral gossip (informative, non‐evaluative) 
about a favorite celebrity, and on the role of guilt and excite
ment in determining how the propensity to gossip varies across 
parasocial (e.g., celebrities) and social relationships (e.g., 
friends, acquaintances). In Table 1, we highlight prior research 
that has directly tested factors affecting the propensity to gossip 
about celebrities (a wider‐ranging summary table is included in 
the Appendix A1).

1.1 | Social and Parasocial Relationships 

A parasocial relationship is a one‐sided, enduring psychological 
bond in which an individual feels a sense of intimacy, famil
iarity, and emotional connection with a media persona such as 
a celebrity, influencer, or fictional character, despite the 
absence of reciprocal interaction or often even awareness 
(Horton and Richard Wohl 1956; Tukachinsky and Stever 2019). 
Prior research has shown consumers often form intense para
social, one‐sided connections with their favorite celebrities that 
are rooted in a sense of illusionary closeness (Liebers and 
Schramm 2019; Thomson 2006). Work by De Backer et al. 
(2007) suggests that as people age their relationships with 
celebrities tend to shift from learning‐like admiration to friend‐ 
like parasocial engagement.

An extensive body of literature has investigated how individuals 
look up to their favorite celebrities as idols (Leets et al. 1995), build 
strong and attached relationships with them (Thomson 2006), and 
often go as far as worshiping them (Brooks 2021; Houran 
et al. 2005; Reeves et al. 2012). Importantly, parasocial relationships 
are most commonly built with favorite celebrities and not with just 
any celebrity (Liebers and Schramm 2019; Claessens and Van den 
Bulck 2015).

Worth mentioning is that, while a parasocial relationship is 
one‐sided, it differs from other asymmetrical social relation
ships involving status hierarchies. Status typically refers to one's 
position in a social hierarchy relative to others. With status, the 
source of influence is determined by someone's rank, prestige, 
or dominance within the hierarchy and requires mutual 
awareness of relational counterparts. In contrast, a parasocial 
relationship is determined by the fact that one party feels a 
connection with someone who has influence over them, but is 
typically entirely unaware of their existence. Parasocial re
lationships are most commonly built through media exposure 
and are grounded on an illusion of intimacy (Schickel 1985). 
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Consider that research shows people can have parasocial re
lationships with fictional characters (Cole and Leets 1999).

In this research, to compare and operationalize relationship 
structure, we draw on Emerson (1962) power‐dependence the
ory, which distinguishes relationship types based on reciprocal 
influence and balance. Importantly, Emerson's theorizing con
ceives of power as a property of the relationship (dependence) 
and not the individual, whereby an alternative notions of power 
depends on prestige, dominance, or resources. Reciprocal 
influence in this context refers to the combined influence that 
each party exerts on the other within the relationship; it is high 
when both parties strongly influence one another, and low 
when total reciprocal influence is weak. In contrast, balance 
captures the difference in influence between the two parties. A 
relationship is considered balanced when influence is equally 
distributed, and imbalanced when one party exerts significantly 
more influence than the other.

Social relationships, such as those with close friends or ac
quaintances, may involve high or low reciprocal influence, but 
are typically balanced. In contrast, parasocial relationships, 
such as those one has with their favorite celebrity, tend to be 
structurally imbalanced, with the celebrity exerting dis
proportionate influence over the consumer. This imbalance, 
due to a lack of the consumer's influence over the celebrity, 
typically results in intermediate or medium reciprocal influence 
and distinct emotional consequences, which shape the tendency 
to gossip.

1.2 | Emotional Consequences of Sharing Gossip: 
The Role of Guilt and Excitement 

Emotions play a central role in how gossip operates as a 
mechanism for regulating interpersonal behavior and often act 
as key motivators for engaging in it (Martinescu et al. 2019). 
Because gossip is both socially stigmatized and inherently 
attention‐grabbing, gossipers may experience a complex mix of 
emotional responses. Among those, two are particularly rele
vant when individuals decide whether to gossip about a para
social or social target, the negative emotion of guilt and the 
positive emotion of excitement.

Guilt is a negative self‐conscious emotion that arises when in
dividuals anticipate or recognize that their actions, inactions, or 
intentions may be morally objectionable (Baumeister 
et al. 1994), prompting individuals to focus on what they should 
do in that situation (Tangney et al. 2007; Sheikh and Janoff‐ 
Bulman 2010). Guilt helps motivate relational partners to treat 
each other well and avoid relational transgressions (Giardini 
and Wittek 2019). Guilt is an emotion that often accompanies 
gossiping due to an “awareness of the cost to others (even if 
they remain unaware of it)” (Foster 2004, p. 88). Indeed, the 
potential to influence a relational counterpart is essential for 
interpersonal guilt to manifest (Dahl et al. 2005).

People rarely admit openly that they enjoy gossiping (Bechtoldt 
et al. 2020), yet the act of gossiping is often associated with 
pleasurable, arousing emotions such as excitement and enjoy
ment (Martinescu et al. 2019). It is “the sheer fun which for 
most gossipers explains their involvement” (Spacks 1982, p. 31). 
Indeed, entertainment and social enjoyment are among the key 
motives for gossiping (Beersma and Van Kleef 2012; T
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Foster 2004). Broadly speaking, gossiping can generate feelings 
of excitement, a subjective experience of energy that leads to 
arousal (Mehrabian and Russell 1974), which is known to boost 
information sharing in a wide range of contexts (Berger 2011; 
Peters et al. 2009). Previous research has found that people tend 
to get more interested in gossip about high‐status and influen
tial individuals (McAndrew et al. 2007), and consumers are 
motivated by sensation‐seeking and entertainment when 
learning and talking about their favorite celebrities (Maltby 
et al. 2011).

Our theorizing integrates Emerson's work on relationship types 
with the anticipated emotions evoked from gossiping. Our first 
hypothesis (H1) is that the propensity to gossip will be higher 
for parasocial relationships, which by their nature are imbal
anced, compared to social, balanced relationships. Further, the 
nature of the sender‐target relationship shapes two key emo
tional responses to gossip: (1) the degree of guilt anticipated 
when sharing personal information, and (2) the level of ex
citement associated with sharing it. Consistent with Foster 
(2004) review of research on gossip across disciplines, we posit 
that when a sender exerts less relational influence over a target, 
the moral weight of gossip decreases, making it less likely to 
evoke guilt. And, when a target exerts greater influence over a 
sender, gossip tends to feel more exciting, consistent with the 
findings by McAndrew et al. (2007).

We therefore predict the guilt anticipated by gossiping will be 
lower in parasocial relationships (low influence over the target) 
than in social relationships that are characterized by high 
reciprocal influence (H2a). For example, sharing gossip about a 
favorite celebrity (vs. close friend) should induce less guilt. 
Hence, we predict an indirect effect of relationship type on the 
propensity to gossip through guilt. More specifically, gossiping 
about a target in a parasocial relationship is expected to evoke 
less guilt and thus a higher likelihood of sharing gossip (H2b).1

We also predict the excitement anticipated from gossiping will 
be greater in parasocial relationships than in social relation
ships characterized by low reciprocal influence (H3a). For ex
ample, sharing gossip about a favorite celebrity (vs. an 
acquaintance) should be more exciting. Hence, we predict an 
indirect effect of relationship type on the propensity to gossip 
through excitement. More specifically, gossiping about a target 
in a parasocial relationship is expected to evoke more excite
ment and thus a higher likelihood of sharing gossip (H3b).2

1.3 | The Consequences of Gossip About  
Favorite Celebrities 

This research also examines potential marketing consequences 
of gossiping about one's favorite celebrities. As gossiping is 
often perceived as a hostile act (Peters and Kashima 2013) that 
can harm the reputation or well‐being of the target (Dores 
Dores Cruz et al. 2019), one might expect all gossip to lead to 
negative consequences for peoples' favorite celebrities. Never
theless, based on our theorizing, we expect the absence of rec
iprocity in parasocial relationships to reduce the perceived 
harm of gossip, making it a less consequential act. We expect 
that, as an act that signals the social importance of the target 
(McAndrew and Milenkovic 2002) such that they become the 
subject of the senders' conversations, gossip is a signal of 

curiosity and interest towards the favorite celebrity. Engaging in 
gossip about ones' favorite celebrity, especially in a non‐ 
negative way, may even be considered a signal of the strength of 
affinity, providing interesting implications for consumer‐ 
celebrity relationships (Schimmelpfennig and Hunt 2020), 
celebrities as human brands (Thomson 2006) and the role of 
celebrities as product and brand endorsers (Chung and 
Cho 2017). Consequently, engaging in gossip about a favorite 
celebrity can have positive effects on marketing‐related out
comes. More specifically, we predict that, compared to not 
having gossiped recently about a favorite celebrity, sharing 
neutral gossip will increase the value of, and hence consumers' 
willingness‐to‐pay for, a celebrity‐related product (H4).

2 | Overview of the Studies 

In Studies 1a and 1b, we provide empirical support for our 
conceptual reasoning by showing that the propensity to gossip 
depends on the nature of the sender‐target relationship, with 
the propensity being highest for parasocial relationships (e.g., 
favorite celebrities). Study 2 replicates the main results of 
Studies 1a,b, while documenting the role of the two proposed 
explanatory variables, guilt and excitement. Study 3 further 
validates the role of guilt and excitement while addressing 
potential alternative explanations. In Study 4, we shift our focus 
to testing the downstream marketing consequences of gossiping 
about favorite celebrities, including testing the effect of sharing 
both neutral and negative content. All manipulations and sce
narios are available in the Appendix. All preregistrations, data, 
and materials can be found at https://researchbox.org/776.

2.1 | Study 1a 

Study 1a focuses on testing H1, which predicts that the pro
pensity to gossip is greater for (imbalanced) parasocial re
lationships than for (balanced) social relationships. The study 
preregistration is available at: https://aspredicted.org/wb5y‐ 
pmyw.pdf. In both Study 1a and 1b, as well as in Study 2, the 
content of the gossip in the scenario is held constant and 
involves “a new romantic relationship.” We chose this content 
because it represents a typical instance of personal information 
often shared via gossip and presumably somewhat neutral in 
terms of valence. To test this latter assumption, we asked a 
separate sample of respondents (N = 53) to assess the valence of 
the content used in the stimuli on a 2‐item scale going from 
−5 = extremely negative/bad to +5 = extremely positive/good, 
with 0 described as neutral (r = 0.77, p < 0.001), and found 
participants perceive the topic as fairly neutral (Mvalence = 0.80, 
SD = 2.59).

2.1.1 | Participants and Procedure 

In Study 1a, we recruited a sample of 300 respondents from 
Prolific (Mage = 34.9, SDage = 12.7, 64% female, 35% male, 1% 
other). We employed a single‐factor, between‐subjects design 
with three conditions in which respondents were asked to 
identify and name a favorite celebrity, close friend, or 
acquaintance (full stimuli are available in the Appendix). 
Respondents then read the following scenario with the person's 
name piped in:
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“Imagine now that you are having a cup of coffee together with 
a person who also knows [target name]. You have just heard 
from a reliable source that this (favorite celebrity/close friend/ 
acquaintance) has a new romantic relationship that you were 
unaware of. You are shocked about this news and suspect 
others would be too. You consider sharing this information with 
this person…”

We told respondents explicitly that the receiver was familiar 
with the target to ensure targets were equally likely to be known 
by the receiver. Next, respondents were asked, “Do you want to 
share this information with the person you are having the coffee 
with?” They indicated “Yes” or “No” reflecting their propensity 
to gossip, our main dependent variable. In addition, participants 
replied to two items based on Emerson (1962) theorizing: “To 
what extent do you think that you have the power to influence 
this person?” and “To what extent do you think that this person 
has the power to influence you?” (from 1 = not at all to 7 = very 
much). Following Emerson (1962) formulations, we calculated 
the level of reciprocal influence (the sum of target's influence 
and respondent's influence, values range from 2 to 14), and the 
balance associated with each relationship (the difference 
between target's influence and respondent's influence, values 
range from −6 to +6). We use these items as manipulation 
checks for reciprocal influence and balance. At the end of the 
study, before completing the demographic questions, partici
pants were asked to write the name of the person they selected 
once again, which served as an attention check.

2.1.2 | Results and Discussion 

Three participants failed the attention check and were removed 
from the analysis. We first assessed the validity of our manip
ulation using ANOVA. The results confirmed significant dif
ferences in balance F(2, 294) = 137.86, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.48, and 
reciprocal influence, F(2, 294) = 129.34, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.47, 

across the three relationships tested. All mean values, standard 
deviations, and pairwise comparisons are reported in Table 2.

We next tested our focal prediction (H1) using Probit regression 
(Wald χ2

(2) = 31.19, p < 0.001, margins and pairwise compari
sons are included in Table 3). We observe that the sender‐target 
relationship had a significant effect on respondents' choice of 
whether or not to gossip. When participants imagined the target 
of gossip was their favorite celebrity, the likelihood of gossiping 
was 40 (22) percentage points greater than when the target was 
either a close friend or acquaintance, respectively (p's < 0.001). 
These results offer direct support for H1, such that gossip about 
a parasocial target (favorite celebrity) is the most likely to be 
shared by far.

2.2 | Study 1b 

Study 1b focuses on testing H1 with the prospective receiver 
being a large audience in an online context which helps extend 
the generalizability of our results. The study preregistration is 
available at: https://aspredicted.org/2dx6‐mycj.pdf. In Study 1b, 
given an acquaintance reflects a somewhat broad category, we 
included ex‐partner as a more specific social relationship target.

2.2.1 | Participants and Procedure 

We recruited a sample of 303 participants (Mage = 34.8, 
SDage = 12.9, 62% female, 37% male, 1% other) from Prolific. 
Employing a single factor between‐subjects design, each par
ticipant was randomly assigned to consider one of three rela
tionship descriptions (favorite celebrity, close friend, or ex‐ 
partner) before being asked to identify and name a person who 
fit that description. Respondents were then asked to imagine a 
scenario as in Study 1a with that person's name piped in.

Next, we asked participants to report their intention to gossip 
with the following question: “Do you want to share this 

TABLE 2 | Manipulation checks—Means, SDs & pairwise comparisons across conditions.

Target relationship Balance mean Reciprocal influence mean

Study 1a Favorite celebrity Parasocial 2.58 (1.53)a 5.13 (1.81)b

Close Friend Social 0.15 (1.07)b 8.93 (2.15)a

Acquaintance Social −0.07 (1.08)b 4.36 (2.45)c

Note: Standard Deviations are in parentheses. 
Nfavorite celebrity = 97, Nclose_friend = 102, Nacquaintance = 98. 
For each variable, different superscripts (letters a, b, and c) denote means that differ significantly at p < 0.05, with Tukey adjustment for multiple comparisons. 
Our measure of balance implies the closer to 0, the more balanced is the relationship.

TABLE 3 | Predicted probabilities, SEs & pairwise comparison across conditions.

Target relationship Propensity to gossip Comparison Contrast^ p value

Study 1a Favorite celebrity parasocial 0.72 (0.05) Favorite celebrity versus 
Close friend

0.40 (0.07) < 0.001

Close friend social 0.32 (0.05) Favorite celebrity versus 
Acquaintance

0.22 (0.07) 0.001

Acquaintance social 0.50 (0.05) Acquaintance versus 
Close friend

0.18 (0.07) 0.010

Note: Robust Standard Errors are in parentheses. 
Nfavorite celebrity = 97, Nclose_friend = 102, Nacquaintance = 98. 
^Contrasts of marginal probabilities.
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information online knowing that it would reach a broad audi
ence?” Again, respondents faced a yes/no decision. Their 
response served as our core dependent variable. We included 
the same attention checks and manipulation checks as in 
Study 1a.

2.2.2 | Results and Discussion 

Two participants failed the attention check and were removed 
from the analysis. We began by assessing the validity of our 
manipulation, testing the differences in balance and reciprocal 
influence across the three conditions using ANOVA. The dif
ferences were significant both for balance, F(2, 298) = 91.54, 
p < 0.001, η2 = 0.38, and reciprocal influence, F(2, 298) = 97.51, 
p < 0.001, η2 = 0.40. As expected, mean values and pairwise 
comparisons (shown in Table 4) reveal that favorite celebrity is 
the relationship with the greatest imbalance, with celebrities 
having more influence than close friends or ex‐partners.

When testing the propensity to gossip, Study 1b yielded very 
similar results to 1a, offering further support for H1. Relation
ship type had a significant effect on whether or not respondents 
chose to gossip (Wald χ2

(2) = 30.82, p < 0.001), with the pro
pensity being greatest for a favorite celebrity as the target. The 
predicted probabilities across conditions are included in Table 5
along with the results of the pairwise comparisons.

Overall, values for the propensity to gossip to a broad online 
audience were lower than when the recipient was an individual, 
possibly reflecting higher reputational concerns. Still, when 
participants imagined sharing personal information about their 
favorite celebrity, the likelihood of choosing to gossip was 25 
(22) percentage points greater than when the target was either a 
close friend or an ex‐partner, respectively.

In sum, Studies 1a and 1b show that the propensity to gossip in 
parasocial relationships (i.e., involving one's favorite celebrity) 

is greater than in social relationships (friends, acquaintances, 
and ex‐partners).

2.3 | Study 2 

Study 2 extends Studies 1a‐b by measuring perceived guilt and 
excitement as intervening variables associated with sharing 
gossip. In this study, we compare a parasocial relationship with 
three different types of social relationships, the two utilized in 
Study 1b (close friends and ex‐partners), along with a person 
working for the respondent, which is imbalanced, yet with 
greater influence on the side of the sender over target. Including 
this fourth type of relationship helps us disentangle an 
imbalance in terms of influence from the particular direction
ality of imbalance that characterizes parasocial relationships 
(target over sender). The study preregistration is available at: 
https://aspredicted.org/h3jg‐kht4.pdf.

2.3.1 | Participants and Procedure 

Respondents were 480 participants recruited on Prolific 
(Mage = 40.99, SDage = 13.3, 68% female, 31% male, 1% other). 
The study employed a single‐factor between‐subjects design 
such that each participant randomly read one of four relation
ship descriptions (favorite celebrity/close friend/ex‐partner/ 
worker). Next, respondents were exposed to the same scenario 
and measures used in Study 1a and indicated their intent to 
gossip using a binary measure: Yes/No. Regardless of which 
option they chose, in order to assess the role of guilt and ex
citement, respondents were asked to imagine they had decided 
to share the information.

To measure the guilt associated with sharing the information, 
participants rated their level of agreement with the following 
statement: “I would feel guilty about having shared the 

TABLE 4 | Manipulation checks—Means, SDs & pairwise comparisons across conditions.

Target Relationship Balance mean Reciprocal influence mean

Study 1b Favorite celebrity Parasocial 2.35 (1.55) a 5.65 (2.60) b

Close Friend Social 0.34 (1.25) b 8.81 (2.60) a

Ex‐Partner Social −0.09 (1.24) b 4.01 (2.30) c

Note: Standard Deviations are in parentheses. 
Nfavorite celebrity = 96, Nclose_friend = 103, Nex‐partner = 102. 
For each variable, different superscripts (letters a, b, and c) denote means that differ significantly at p < 0.05, with Tukey adjustment for multiple comparisons. 
Our measure of balance implies the closer to 0 the more balanced is the relationship.

TABLE 5 | Predicted probabilities, SEs & pairwise comparison across conditions.

Target relationship Propensity to gossip Comparison Contrast^ p value

Study 1b Favorite celebrity parasocial 0.27 (0.05) Favorite celebrity versus 
Close friend

0.25 (0.05) < 0.001

Close friend social 0.02 (0.01) Favorite celebrity versus 
Ex‐partner

0.22 (0.05) < 0.001

Ex‐partner social 0.05 (0.02) Ex‐partner versus Close 
friend

0.03 (0.03) 0.243

Note: Robust Standard Errors are in parentheses. 
Nfavorite celebrity = 96, Nclose_friend = 103, Nex‐partner = 102. 
^Contrasts of marginal probabilities
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information” (agreement 7‐point scale). Participants were then 
instructed to imagine the person discovered they shared the 
information before rating their level of agreement with the 
following statement: “I would then regret sharing the personal 
information” on a 7‐point scale. These two items were collapsed 
to create a single measure of guilt (r = 0.88, p < 0.001).

To measure excitement, we asked respondents to imagine how 
they would feel in terms of excitement when sharing the 
information on a 7‐point scale (1 = very relaxed, 4 = neither 
relaxed nor excited, and 7 = very excited) adapted from 
Noseworthy et al. (2014). We further asked them to rate their 
level of emotional activation and energy based on sharing the 
story, on three separate 7‐point scales (very passive/very active, 
very mellow/very fired up, very low energy level/very high 
energy level) adapted from Yin et al. (2017) and Berger (2014). 
The four items were combined to create an index of excitement 
(α = 0.83). Finally, we included the same attention and 
manipulation checks as in prior studies.

2.3.2 | Manipulation Check Results 

Five participants failed the attention check and were omitted from 
the analysis. In line with the prior studies, we began by assessing 
the validity of our manipulation. Using two separate ANOVAs, we 
found differences in both balance, F(3, 471) = 131.31, p < 0.001, 
η2 = 0.46, and reciprocal influence, F(3, 471) = 61.7, p < 0.001, 
η2 = 0.28. As expected, mean values and pairwise comparisons 
reveal that imbalance is significantly higher for favorite celebrities 
when compared to close friends or ex‐partners (See Table 6).

The same holds in the case of a worker, such that the 
imbalance is significantly higher when compared to a 
close friend and an ex‐partner. Moreover, as expected, 
favorite celebrity and worker show balance scores different 
from zero with opposing signs; favorite celebrities have 
more influence over respondents (a positive value), while 
respondents have more influence over someone who works 
for them (a negative value). Additionally, reciprocal influ
ence was greater for close friends than ex‐partners, while 
favorite celebrities and workers fall in between.

2.3.3 | Testing H1 

We next tested the main predictions using Probit regression. 
Providing further support for H1, we find relationship type had 
a significant effect on whether or not respondents chose to 
gossip (Wald‐χ2

(3) = 24.56, p < 0.001), with the propensity being 
greatest for favorite celebrities. The margins of predicted 
probabilities across conditions are shown in Table 7, along with 
the results of the pairwise comparisons across all conditions.

Importantly, while replicating the pattern of results from 
Studies 1a and 1b, this study lends support to the observed 
effects depending on the parasocial nature of the relationship. 
This is because it is the sign (direction) of the imbalance (target 
over sender) and not its absolute value (magnitude) that drives 
the propensity to gossip.

2.3.4 | Testing of the Role of Guilt and Excitement (H2–H3) 

To test hypotheses 2 and 3, we first conducted two separate 
ANOVAs to compare the levels of guilt and excitement across 
the four relationships. We report the means and pairwise 
comparisons across all relationships in Table 8.

TABLE 6 | Manipulation checks—Means, SDs & pairwise com
parisons across conditions.

Target
Balance 

mean
Reciprocal 

influence mean

Favorite 
celebrity

2.65 (1.83)a 5.47 (2.32)a

Close Friend 0.24 (1.04)b 8.14 (2.81)b

Ex‐Partner −0.17 (1.08)b 3.82 (2.37)c

Worker −0.85 (1.62)c 6.32 (2.54)a

Note: Standard Deviations are in parentheses. Nfavorite celebrity = 114, 
Nclose_friend = 122, Nex‐partner = 121, Nworker = 118. 
For each variable, different superscripts (letters a, b, and c) denote means that 
differ significantly at p < 0.05, with Tukey adjustment for multiple comparisons.

TABLE 7 | Predicted probabilities, SEs & comparison across conditions.

Target Propensity to gossip Comparison Contrast^ p value

Favorite celebrity 0.62 (0.05) Favorite celebrity versus Close friend 0.18 (0.06) 0.003
Close friend 0.43 (0.04) Favorite celebrity versus Ex‐partner 0.12 (0.06) 0.065
Ex‐partner 0.50 (0.05) Favorite celebrity versus Worker 0.32 (0.06) < 0.001
Worker 0.31 (0.04) Close friend versus Ex‐partner 0.07 (0.06) 0.276

Ex‐partner versus Worker 0.20 (0.06) 0.001
Close friend versus Worker 0.13 (0.06) 0.036

Note: Robust Standard Errors are in parentheses. 
Nfavorite celebrity = 114, Nclose_friend = 122, Nex‐partner = 121, Nworker = 118. 
^Contrasts of marginal probabilities

TABLE 8 | Means, SDs & pairwise comparisons across conditions.

Target Guilt mean Excitement mean

Favorite celebrity 4.58 (1.86)a 4.23 (1.09)a

Close friend 5.48 (1.46)b 4.45 (1.04)a

Ex‐partner 4.06 (1.66)a 3.44 (1.10)b

Worker 5.56 (1.35)b 4.13 (1.02)a

Note: Standard Deviations are in parentheses. 
For each variable, different superscripts (letters a and b) denote means that differ 
significantly at p < 0.05, with Tukey adjustment for multiple comparisons.
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Importantly, in terms of guilt, the analysis reveals a significant 
difference across conditions, F(3, 471) = 24.96, p < 0.001, 
η2 = 0.14. As expected, participants reported they would feel 
significantly less guilty for sharing gossip about a favorite 
celebrity compared to a social relationship with high reciprocal 
influence such as a close friend, t(234) = −4.34, p < 0.001, 
d = 0.54), supporting our prediction in H2a. Further supporting 
our theorizing, participants reported they would feel signifi
cantly less guilty for sharing gossip about an ex‐partner com
pared to a close friend, t(241) = −6.96, p < 0.001, d = 0.91.

In terms of excitement, the analysis revealed significant differ
ences across conditions, F(3, 471) = 20.36, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.11. 
Respondents reported they would feel significantly more excited 
sharing gossip about a favorite celebrity compared to a social 
relationship with low reciprocal influence, such as the one with 
an ex‐partner, t(233) = 5.69, p < 0.001, d = 0.72. This supports 
our prediction in H3a. Further supporting our theorizing, par
ticipants reported they would feel significantly more excited 
sharing gossip about a close friend compared to an ex‐partner, 
t(241) = 7.41, p < 0.001, d = 0.94. Taken together, the results 
suggest it is a combination of low guilt and high excitement that 
characterizes one's propensity to gossip, which in turn, con
tributes to the pervasiveness of celebrity gossip.

2.3.5 | Mediation Analysis 

In H2b and H3b, we predict the explanatory role of guilt and 
excitement in the relationship between target and gossip like
lihood. Following our theoretical reasoning, we conducted a 
mediation analysis investigating the simultaneous role of guilt 
and excitement intervening between the type of relationship 
and the propensity to gossip. Given the different nature of the 
variables involved (a multinomial independent variable, two 
continuous mediators, and a binary dependent variable), and 
the presence of multiple mediators, we took a decomposing 
approach. We ran a mediation analysis using the KHB approach 
(Karlson et al. 2012) to compare the indirect effects of guilt and 
excitement between favorite celebrity and the two other focal 
targets (close friend and ex‐partner) in a non‐linear model.

This approach allows us to decompose the effect of the sender‐ 
target relationship on the propensity to gossip across the two 
mediating variables of guilt and excitement. Guilt and excite
ment are uncorrelated (r = 0.04, p = 0.407), which allows us to 
assume their process mechanisms are somewhat independent 
(the correlation matrix with all variables included in the 
mediation analysis is in the Appendix A1). Table 9 presents the 
results with the indirect effect coefficients decomposed as 

average partial effects, expressing the marginal effect of each 
mediator on the probability outcome, and the associated 
z‐scores from which we derived the corresponding p‐values.

The results are substantially in line with our expectations. First, 
when comparing a favorite celebrity with a close friend, we 
observe a total negative indirect effect. The lower propensity to 
gossip for close friends is partially explained by participants 
reporting feeling higher levels of guilt, and greater guilt lowers 
gossip intentions (b = −0.11, z = −3.88, p < 0.001), supporting 
H2b. With respect to excitement, the two types of relationships 
generate similar levels, therefore excitement does not appear to 
significantly affect the propensity to gossip (b = −0.03, z = 1.55, 
p = 0.059).

Second, when comparing a favorite celebrity with an ex‐partner, 
we also observe a total negative indirect effect. The lower pro
pensity to gossip for an ex‐partner is partially explained by 
participants reporting feeling lower levels of excitement, and 
less excitement lowers gossip intentions (b = −0.11, z = −4.47, 
p < 0.001), supporting H3b. We find that relationships with ex‐ 
partners generate lower levels of guilt (perhaps due to spite) 
when compared to favorite celebrities, and, because guilt has a 
negative effect on propensity to gossip, this results in a signif
icantly positive indirect effect (b = 0.06, z = 2.22, p = 0.013). 
Nevertheless, the total indirect effect for ex‐partner versus 
favorite celebrity is still negative as the negative effect of ex
citement is stronger than the positive effect of guilt.

These results offer evidence for the intervening roles of guilt 
and excitement and further suggest that it is the combination of 
these two assessments, low guilt and high excitement, that 
makes the parasocial relationship with a favorite celebrity the 
one for which the propensity to gossip is the greatest. Also 
worth mentioning is that, when comparing a favorite celebrity 
with a worker, we find a negative total indirect effect driven by 
a high negative effect of guilt (b = −0.12, z = −4.22, p < 0.001), 
and no difference in levels of excitement (b = −0.01, z = −0.66, 
p = 0.255).

2.4 | Study 3 

Study 3 again tests the role of guilt and excitement as drivers of 
gossip. In this study, however, we contrast gossiping about a 
favorite celebrity with gossiping about a non‐favorite celebrity 
(or control, see Derrick et al. 2008), along with two types of 
social relationships tested previously (close friends and ac
quaintances). Including a non‐favorite celebrity as a control 
celebrity helps us disentangle the role of relational imbalance 

TABLE 9 | Results of the mediation analysis.

HP Comparison
Total indirect 

effect Mediator
Indirect effect 

coefficient z‐score p value

H2b Close friend versus Favorite 
celebrity

−0.14 Guilt −0.11** (0.03) −3.88 < 0.001
Excitement −0.03 (0.02) 1.55 0.059

H3b Ex‐partner versus Favorite 
celebrity

−0.05 Guilt 0.06* (0.03) 2.22 0.013
Excitement −0.11** (0.02) −4.47 < 0.001

Note: Standard Errors are in parentheses. 
Indirect effect coefficients are decomposed into Average Probability Effects (APE). 
*Significant at p < 0.05, 
**significant at p < 0.01.
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from status as alternative explanations for the high propensity 
to gossip about celebrities. One might argue the high propensity 
to gossip about favorite celebrities is driven by the celebrity's 
status, making gossiping about any celebrity more socially 
acceptable and therefore more common. Finding differences in 
the propensity to gossip between favorite celebrities and non‐ 
favorite celebrities would help rule out this alternative 
explanation.

In addition, in this study, we vary the content of gossip (i.e., no 
longer romance focused). Given different receivers might attach 
different evaluative meaning to statements from what senders 
intended (Dores Cruz et al. 2021), in this study, we use 
ambiguous neutral content and we measure participants' per
ceptions regarding its valence. To ensure the content is per
ceived as neutral, we asked an independent sample of 100 
respondents (Mage = 44.78, SDage = 13.58, 54% female, 46% 
male) to evaluate the content without making a sharing deci
sion. Participants rated the content as neither positive nor 
negative (Mvalence = 4.07, SDvalence = 0.95), giving it an average 
score that is not significantly different than the scale midpoint 
(one‐sample t‐test vs. 4, t(99) = 0.734, p = 0.465) suggesting the 
content is perceived as neutral.3 Finally, in this study we specify 
the receiver is a friend of the sender. In prior studies, the 
receiver was either described as a person who also knew the 
target or an audience online. By specifying the receiver is a 
friend, it allows us to test our predictions when the sender has 
information about all three parties involved in the gossip triad 
and their relationships. The study preregistration is available at: 
https://aspredicted.org/kt6rq5.pdf.

2.4.1 | Participants and Procedure 

Respondents were 482 participants recruited on Prolific 
(Mage = 44.2, SDage = 13.4, 53% female, 46% male, 1% other). The 
study employed a single‐factor between‐subjects design such 
that each participant randomly read one of four relationship 
descriptions (favorite celebrity/close friend/acquaintance/control 
celebrity) and provided a name fitting that description. Follow
ing the same procedure as in previous studies, respondents were 
provided with the following hypothetical scenario with the 
person's name piped in:

“Imagine that you are chatting with a friend about [target 
name]. You've just heard from a person you know well some 
surprising personal news: [target name] has been spending a lot 
of time on a private new project, but no one seems to know 
exactly what it is. [target name] also showed up at a recent 
event looking completely different than usual. You now have 
this piece of information in your hands and are thinking about 
whether to share it with your friend.”

Participants were then asked whether they would share the 
information (binary choice). We included the same measures of 
guilt (r = 0.89, p < 0.001, Mguilt = 4.88, SDguilt = 1.80) and ex
citement (α = 0.89; Mexcitement = 4.10, SDexcitement = 1.28), as in 
Study 2. Next, we asked participants to rate the social status of 
the target from 1 = Low social status, 7 = High social status 
(Mstatus = 5.09, SDstatus = 1.33), and the valence of the informa
tion (7‐point measures Negative/Positive, Bad news/Good news, 
Mvalence = 4.75, SDvalence = 1.16; r = 0.87, p < 0.001). Finally, we 
included the same attention and manipulation checks as in 
prior studies.

2.4.2 | Manipulation Checks 

Two participants were omitted from the analysis due to 
incomplete responses. In line with previous studies, we assessed 
the validity of our manipulations. Using two separate ANOVAs, 
we found differences in both balance, F(3, 476) = 97.76, 
p < 0.001, η² = 0.38), and reciprocal influence, F(3, 476) = 118.23, 
p < 0.001, η² = 0.43). As expected, mean values and pairwise 
comparisons reveal the same pattern detected in previous studies 
(see Table 10), with favorite celebrities being significantly more 
imbalanced compared to all other targets.

An ANOVA with perceived status as the dependent variable 
also reveals significant differences, F(3, 476) = 103.28, p < 0.001, 
η² = 0.39). Both the favorite celebrity and the control celebrity 
were rated as significantly higher in status compared to the 
other two social relationships. The scores reflecting the per
ceived status for each target were all significantly different from 
each other in a ranking that ranges from favorite celebrity 
(highest), followed by control celebrity, then close friend, and 
lastly an acquaintance (lowest).

2.4.3 | Testing H1 

We next test H1 using Probit regression. Again, we find rela
tionship type had a significant effect on whether respondents 
chose to gossip (Wald‐χ2

(3) = 37.68, p < 0.001), with the pro
pensity being greatest for the favorite celebrity compared to the 
other targets (see Table 11). With respect to favorite celebrity, 
close friend and acquaintance, the results replicate what we 
observed in the prior study.

2.4.4 | Testing Alternative Explanations 

Importantly, we observe that the propensity to gossip is highest 
for favorite celebrities, followed by control celebrities and ac
quaintances, followed by close friends. A few things stand out 
here. First, we observe the propensity to gossip about the 

TABLE 10 | Manipulation checks & perceived status—Means, SDs & pairwise comparisons across conditions.

Target Balance mean Reciprocal influence mean Perceived status mean

Favorite celebrity 2.65 (1.75)a 5.81 (2.42)a 6.13 (0.88)a

Close friend 0.26 (1.00)bc 8.92 (2.55)b 4.55 (1.10)b

Acquaintance −0.03 (1.03)b 5.20 (2.30)a 4.07 (0.98)c

Control celebrity 0.67 (1.39)c 3.37 (2.11)c 5.72 (1.16)d

Note: Standard Deviations are in parentheses. 
Nfavorite celebrity = 113, Nclose_friend = 124, Nacquaintance = 123, Ncontrol celebrity = 120. 
For each variable, different superscripts (letters a, b, c, and d) denote means that differ significantly at p < 0.05, with Tukey adjustment for multiple comparisons.
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control celebrity is similar to the propensity to gossip about the 
acquaintance, which is well below the favorite celebrity. While 
both the favorite celebrity and control celebrity are perceived as 
having greater status than the acquaintance, the propensity to 
gossip about the control celebrity and the acquaintance are not 
different (contrast = 0.03, SE = 0.06, p = 0.669). Additionally, 
while a close friend is perceived to have higher status than an 
acquaintance, the propensity to gossip about a close friend is 
lower than about an acquaintance (contrast = −0.12, SE = 0.06, 
p = 0.056). The overall pattern of results suggest status cannot 
explain respondents' tendency to gossip, which contradicts the 
idea that sharing gossip about favorite celebrities is due to their 
elevated status and therefore more socially acceptable.

2.4.5 | Assessing Generalizability 

To test hypotheses 2 and 3, we conducted two separate ANO
VAs comparing the levels of guilt and excitement across the 
four relationships (means and pairwise comparisons appear in 
Table 12). The results mirror those of Study 2.

Guilt varied significantly across conditions, F(3, 476) = 22.58, 
p < 0.001, η² = 0.12. As expected, participants reported they 
would feel significantly less guilty for sharing gossip about a 
favorite celebrity compared to a close friend, t(235) = −4.91, 
p < 0.001, d = 0.66 supporting H2a. Further, participants reported 
they would feel significantly less guilty for an acquaintance 
compared to a close friend, t(245) = −3.21, p = 0.008, d = 0.43. 
Also, excitement varied significantly across conditions, F 
(3, 476) = 27.59, p < 0.001, η² = 0.15. Respondents reported they 
would feel significantly more excited sharing gossip about a 
favorite celebrity compared to an acquaintance, t(234) = 6.47, 
p < 0.001, d = 0.71, supporting H3a. Further, participants re
ported they would feel significantly more excited sharing gossip 
about a close friend compared to an acquaintance, t(245) = 2.73, 
p = 0.033, d = 0.35. Comparing the control celebrity to the 
favorite celebrity, we find participants report they would feel 

significantly less guilty for the former, t(231) = −2.98, p = 0.016, 
d = 0.37, accompanied by much lower excitement t(231) = −8.63, 
p < 0.001, d = 0.91.

As in Study 2, we conducted a KHB mediation analysis inves
tigating the simultaneous role of guilt and excitement (r = 0.07, 
p = 0.141) intervening between the sender's relationship with 
the target and the propensity to gossip. Table 13 presents the 
results with the average partial effects, associated z‐scores, and 
corresponding p‐values.

The results confirm our expectations. First, when comparing a 
favorite celebrity with a close friend, we observe a total negative 
indirect effect of −0.20, partially explained by participants re
porting feeling higher levels of guilt and greater guilt lowering 
gossip intentions (b = −0.12, z = −4.67, p < 0.001). This pro
vides further support for H2b. With respect to excitement, we 
also observe a negative indirect effect with scores being lower 
for close friends and significantly affecting the propensity to 
gossip (b = −0.08, z = −3.51, p < 0.001). Second, when com
paring a favorite celebrity with an acquaintance, we observe a 
total negative indirect effect of −0.18, partially explained by 
participants reporting feeling lower levels of excitement, and 
less excitement lowers gossip intentions (b = −0.14, z = −5.48, 
p < 0.001), supporting H3b. We find that relationships with 
acquaintances generate similar levels of guilt when compared to 
favorite celebrities (b = −0.04, z = 1.77, p = 0.077). Finally, 
when contrasting a favorite celebrity with a control celebrity, 
we observe a negative total indirect effect of −0.11 driven by a 
positive effect of guilt (b = 0.07, z = 2.72, p = 0.007), contrasted 
with a negative role of excitement (b = −0.18, z = −6.30, 
p < 0.001). In other words, gossiping about a non‐favorite 
celebrity is less guilt‐inducing and less exciting than gossiping 
about a favorite celebrity. The lower excitement leads to a lower 
propensity to gossip. Taken together, these results again suggest 
it is the combination of low guilt and high excitement that 
makes the propensity to gossip greatest for the parasocial rela
tionship between a consumer and their favorite celebrity.

On a final note, in this study we specified that the receiver of 
the gossip is a friend, allowing respondents to process infor
mation taking into account all of the relationships existing in 
the gossip triad. This helps improve the generalizability of our 
findings. In addition, as preregistered, we inspect whether 
perceived valence moderated the effect of relationship on pro
pensity to gossip and find no consistent or relevant patterns. 
Our analysis, however, suggests valence perceptions can depend 
on respondents' choices as well as targets. We observe the 
content was perceived as more positive for those who decided to 
share, and consequently more positive in the favorite celebrity 
condition. Given we measured perceived valence after the 
decision of whether or not gossip, we cannot discern whether 

TABLE 11 | Predicted probabilities, SEs & pairwise comparison of favorite celebrity versus other conditions.

Target Propensity to gossip Comparison Contrast^ p value

Favorite celebrity 0.70 (0.04) Favorite celebrity versus Close friend 0.39 (0.06) < 0.001
Close friend 0.31 (0.04) Favorite celebrity versus Acquaintance 0.28 (0.06) < 0.001
Acquaintance 0.42 (0.04) Favorite celebrity versus Control celebrity 0.25 (0.06) < 0.001
Control celebrity 0.45 (0.05)

Note: Robust Standard Errors are in parentheses. Nfavorite celebrity = 113, Nclose_friend = 124, Nacquaintance = 123, Ncontrol celebrity = 120. 
^Contrasts of marginal probabilities.

TABLE 12 | Guilt & Excitement—Means, SDs & pairwise com
parisons across conditions.

Target Guilt mean Excitement mean

Favorite celebrity 4.67 (1.73)b 4.84 (1.17)a

Close friend 5.75 (1.52)a 4.25 (1.22)a

Acquaintance 5.06 (1.61)b 3.84 (1.10)b

Control celebrity 4.01 (1.88)c 3.50 (1.23)b

Note: Standard Deviations are in parentheses. For each variable, different 
superscripts (letters a, b, and c) denote means that differ significantly at p < 0.05, 
with Tukey adjustment for multiple comparisons.
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participants simply justified their decision to gossip by reporting 
that the content was more positive. Note that we manipulate 
and test the role of gossip valence directly in Study 4.

In sum, thus far, we have shown that people are inclined to 
gossip more about their favorite celebrities, with whom they 
have a parasocial relationship, than a number of other potential 
targets. We provide empirical evidence consistent with this 
pattern being due to lower anticipated guilt and higher per
ceived excitement. We now move to testing how gossiping can 
lead to marketing‐related benefits when the target is a favorite 
celebrity.

2.5 | Study 4 

In this study, we focus on the downstream consequences of 
consumers gossiping about their favorite celebrity using 
willingness‐to‐pay as the dependent variable. We do so while 
varying whether or not participants shared either neutral or 
negative gossip. We test the prediction that sharing neutral gossip 
about a favorite celebrity increases consumers' willingness‐to‐pay 
for a celebrity‐related product, compared to not having recently 
gossiped (H4). We also explore whether sharing negative gossip 
(vs. neutral) results in a different willingness‐to‐pay for a 
celebrity‐related product. The study preregistration is available 
at: https://aspredicted.org/b8ek8g.pdf.

2.5.1 | Participants and Procedure 

Respondents were 602 participants recruited on Prolific 
(Mage = 43.39, 53% female, 46% male, 1% other). The study fol
lowed a three‐condition between‐subject design. Participants 
each identified their favorite celebrity and were exposed to a 
scenario either involving: (1) No gossip (control), (2) Negative 
gossip, or (3) Neutral gossip. In the two gossip conditions, 
participants were asked to imagine that they recently had been 
spending considerable time gossiping (sharing negative/neutral 
information) about their favorite celebrity. In the control con
dition, no information about gossiping was provided. Next, they 
imagined they had recently learned their favorite celebrity had a 
service available for fans that provides personalized video 
messages for any occasion (similar to www.cameo.com). Parti
cipants were asked to indicate the most they would pay to have 
their favorite celebrity make them a video. At the end of the 
study, we collected participants' demographic information.

2.5.2 | Results and Discussion 

Following our preregistration, we removed three observations 
from the sample for those who either provided incomplete infor
mation or indicated a willingness‐to‐pay beyond the maximum 
reportedly paid for a celebrity cameo (Gray 2024). This resulted in 
a final sample of 599 observations. We compared willingness‐to‐ 
pay across conditions using ANOVA, F(2, 596) = 2.96, p = 0.052, 
η² = 0.01 and focus on the contrast analyses, which revealed that, 
compared to the control condition, participants sharing neutral 
content while gossiping reported a significantly higher willingness‐ 
to‐pay (Mneutral_gossip = 76.8, SD = 143.40 vs. Mcontrol = 46.8, SD = 
73.18, t(398) = 2.38, p = 0.045, d = 0.26). This result is in line with 
our prediction that sharing neutral gossip about a favorite celebrity 
increases consumers' willingness‐to‐pay for a celebrity‐related 
product. While exploratory, the difference when comparing the 
negative gossip condition with the control condition was not sig
nificant (Mnegative_gossip = 67.5, SD = 147.22 vs. Mcontrol = 46.8, 
SD = 73.18, t(396) = 1.64, p = 0.230, d = 0.18). In sum, these results 
suggest that sharing neutral (informative) gossip about one's 
favorite celebrities helps foster a deeper connection with that 
celebrity, thus increasing consumers' willingness‐to‐pay for prod
ucts or services associated with that celebrity.

It is worth noting that willingness‐to‐pay provides an unbounded 
measure of the strength of participants' affinity for the celebrity, 
which, given the nature of the product, serves as a proxy for par
ticipants' ongoing curiosity about the celebrity. It is also notable 
that the values inserted by participants (Mwillingness‐to‐pay = 63.65, 
SDwillingness‐to‐pay = 126.32) are realistic and slightly lower compared 
to the prices indicated on websites that actually sell these offerings, 
alleviating concerns with respect to a potential social desirability 
bias. In general, these results suggest that when consumers are 
gossiping about their favorite celebrity, they are willing to pay 
more for a product that involves that celebrity. However, the dis
tribution of our dependent variable exhibits very high variance; to 
account for the dispersed nature of willingness‐to‐pay we ran a 
Tobit regression as a robustness check. The results are consistent 
with and support our original analysis (more details available in 
the Appendix A1).

3 | General Discussion 

The question of what people choose to share and why has 
received growing attention in consumer behavior and market
ing research (Berger 2014, 2024). In this research, we focus on 

TABLE 13 | Results of the mediation analysis.

HP Comparison
Total indirect 

effect Mediator
Indirect effect 

coefficient z‐score p value

H2b Close friend versus Favorite 
celebrity

−0.20 Guilt −0.12* (0.03) −4.67 < 0.001
Excitement −0.08* (0.02) −3.51 < 0.001

H3b Acquaintance versus Favorite 
celebrity

−0.18 Guilt −0.04 (0.02) 1.77 0.077
Excitement −0.14* (0.02) −5.48 < 0.001

Control celebrity versus Favorite 
celebrity

−0.11 Guilt 0.07* (0.03) 2.72 0.007
Excitement −0.18* (0.03) −6.30 < 0.001

Note: Standard Errors are in parentheses. 
Indirect effect coefficients are decomposed into Average Probability Effects (APE). 
*Significant at p < 0.01.

11 Psychology & Marketing, 2026

 15206793, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1002/m

ar.70120 by K
atholische H

ochschule M
ainz, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [04/03/2026]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense

https://aspredicted.org/b8ek8g.pdf
http://www.cameo.com


the widespread appeal of celebrity gossip, a specific type of 
content that blends consumers' fascination with public figures 
and their natural tendency to talk about others who are not 
present. We examine how the structure of the sender‐target 
relationship shapes the likelihood of gossiping distinguishing 
between relationship types along two core dimensions: recip
rocal influence and balance. Parasocial relationships, those that 
involve consumers' favorite celebrities, represent a special case 
of imbalance in reciprocal influence in favor of the celebrity. We 
theorize and find empirical support for two emotional mecha
nisms that help explain gossip behavior, the anticipated guilt 
and the excitement associated with sharing personal content. 
These emotions are shaped by the nature of the relationship 
between the sender and target. We find that gossiping about 
one's favorite celebrity systematically involves less guilt and 
more excitement. Taken together, our findings offer initial 
empirical support for the longstanding claim that gossip func
tions as a guilty pleasure (Spacks 1982), which can vary across 
different targets, and has not been empirically tested until now.

With our work, we examine peoples' proneness to gossip about 
their favorite celebrities in four empirical studies. Our results 
show that, when the sender has less influence over the target, 
gossiping makes individuals feel less guilty, as they are less afraid 
of breaking a relationship bond. At the same time, the target's 
influence over the sender increases the overall excitement asso
ciated with sharing the content. These two mechanisms seem to 
work in concert. By combining them, we offer a new explanation 
for why a certain type of content is so frequently shared. In a fifth 
study, our results suggest the presence of a seemingly reinforcing 
mechanism according to which people gossiping about their 
favorite celebrities nurtures their willingness‐to‐pay for products 
associated with their favorite celebrities. In sum, in this research 
we contribute to the understanding of consumers' parasocial 
relationships with celebrities, providing evidence in support of 
the critical role of celebrity gossip as an antecedent to celebrity 
endorsement success (Chung and Cho 2017).

3.1 | Limitations and Future Directions 

Future research could further deepen our understanding of how 
celebrity gossip spreads across social and digital contexts. In this 
paper, we offer one explanation for its pervasiveness, however, 
we acknowledge that the diffusion of celebrity gossip is likely 
shaped by multiple factors. Notably, in Studies 1a and 2, we 
ruled out one alternative explanation, that people are more 
likely to gossip when they believe the receiver already knows 
the target, while in Study 3, we find no evidence of the role of 
status and social norms.

One limitation of our work is its focus on non‐negative re
lationships, defined as those in which reciprocal influence, even 
when weak, is perceived favorably. Future research could ex
pand this scope by examining gossip within negative or 
ambivalent relationships, such as those involving rivals, ene
mies, or “frenemies.” These relational contexts may elicit a 
different range of emotional responses including negative 
emotions like envy or schadenfreude that may shape both the 
likelihood and content of gossip in meaningful ways.

In addition, future work could investigate the role of informa
tion valence more extensively across different targets by 

comparing gossip that is clearly positive or negative. Consid
ering prior work qualifies neutral gossip as more informative 
than evaluative, the scenarios we use involve gossip intended to 
inform others rather than cast the target in a clearly positive or 
negative light. Future research could investigate the transmis
sion of content that is deliberately positive or negative in 
valence. Doing so would help clarify how the emotional tone of 
content interacts with relationship type to influence both the 
motivation to gossip and its consequences. We also encourage 
researchers to further investigate how different forms of rela
tional imbalance affect the emotional experience of gossiping. 
In sum, we hope this work encourages further exploration of 
celebrity gossip from a wider array of relational and emotional 
perspectives. Finally, other celebrity‐related outcomes such as 
participants' sense of responsibility to promote their favorite 
celebrities, or explorations of whether gossiping improves par
ticipants perceived closeness to celebrities (see Nasa et al. 2025) 
remain as interesting avenues for future research.

4 | Conclusion 

This research advances our understanding of why consumers 
are so prone to share gossip about their favorite celebrities by 
highlighting the relational and emotional dynamics that drive 
its appeal. Across four preregistered studies, we show that 
gossip about favorite celebrities is fueled by a combination of 
low anticipated guilt and high perceived excitement, these two 
emotions being shaped by the imbalanced nature of parasocial 
relationships. In a fifth study, we find that gossiping about 
favorite celebrities increases consumers' willingness‐to‐pay for 
celebrity‐related products. We introduce a relationship‐based 
framework that accounts for variability in gossip behavior 
across different types of social and parasocial relationships. Our 
findings help explain not only why consumers are drawn to 
celebrity gossip, but also how such talk influences the para
social bonds at the heart of celebrity culture. In a media land
scape where private lives are public currency, our research 
offers a timely perspective on the interpersonal mechanics that 
keep celebrity gossip in constant circulation in everyday con
sumer life.
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Endnotes 
1In social relationships, when reciprocal influence is low, guilt should 
also be low. Therefore, we also expect the guilt anticipated with 
gossiping to be lower, relatively speaking, in balanced social re
lationships characterized by low rather than high reciprocal influence 
(e.g., gossip about acquaintances should induce less guilt than gossip 
about close friends).
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2In social relationships, when reciprocal influence is high, excitement 
should also be high. Therefore, we also expect the excitement asso
ciated with gossiping to be higher in balanced social relationships 
characterized by high rather than low reciprocal influence (e.g., 
gossiping about close friends should induce more excitement than 
gossiping about acquaintances).

3This was conducted as a post‐test to ensure the neutrality of the 
content. All details are available in the Appendix.
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