
       
It has been a couple months since the tragic death of NBA basketball legend Kobe Bryant and his 13-
year-old daughter (Gianna Bryant), along with seven other individuals. Immediately following these
deaths, many people shared the impact of these tragic losses through the use of various social media
sites (e.g., Facebook, Twitter, Instagram). In regard to Kobe and Gianna Bryant, many athletes,
celebrities, and individuals who knew them directly, have posted pictures of themselves with Kobe
(and/or Gianna) Bryant along with condolences, often using words, emojis, and hashtags. 
 
However, a plethora of reactions have also been posted by individuals 
who had no direct relationship with them. Through the use of social 
media, individuals (whether self-identified as fans of Kobe Bryant or not) 
have been posting about the impact felt by his death. This outpouring 
from so many individuals raises some questions; how does social media 
aid in individuals feeling so connected to celebrities they have never 
met and feel so impacted by their death as to post publicly about it? In 
addition to answering these questions, I also seek to identify how 
clinicians can better understand this type of grief and how to inform 
patients’ use of social media sites to help them to process the grief.
 
Death is a part of life, in as much as technology is becoming a part of 
our everyday life. Similarly, grieving and mourning are considered 
natural responses following death (Kakar & Oberoi, 2016). Social media 
sites allow grieving and mourning, which were once considered personal 
and private, to become more public and shared (Morehouse & Crandall, 2014). More and more the
lives of celebrities, including athletes, are accessible as social media allows them to share and
communicate with their fans in a whole new way. Because of this accessibility, fans may feel a greater
sense of connection to celebrities given that they interact with them as they do with their in-person
friends (Klastrup, 2018). This sense of connection is referred to as a parasocial relationship. The
term parasocial relationshipwas coined by Horton and Wohl (1956) and is defined as the sense of an
intimate and genuine relationship between individuals and media personalities. Given this sense of
connection, the loss and grief experienced with the death of a celebrity can be similar to the loss of a
friend or family member (Klastrup, 2018). Furthermore, the parasocial relationship may even be
strengthened following death due to fans having more control of the celebrity’s image by being able to
preserve specific depictions of the individual, such as the celebrity at the peak of their career
(Klastrup, 2018). The expression of grief using technological means (i.e., social media sites) is
commonly referred to as cybermourning. Individuals mourning or grieving related to the death of a
celebrity is described using various terms such as parasocial mourning and parasocial grieving
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Social media may allow individuals, including fans, a place for parasocial grieving/mourning. Fans might
feel as though their grief might be misunderstood or unacceptable by those in their everyday life
(Radford & Bloch, 2012). The use of social media may also allow individuals to gain support for the grief
they experience in a place where it might be more accepted (Klastrup, 2018). In addition, the sense of
loss one feels after the death of a celebrity may be related to more than just the death of the celebrity.
The type of communal grieving that social media provides might also give permission to mourn and
grieve unresolved personal losses and the things we have all lost (Jackson & Ushner, 2015). Grief is an
individualized process, one that has no timeline, and potentially be challenging for an array of reasons.
The feelings of uncertainty and helplessness that come with death, often creates a sense of needing to
enact some sense of control, the need to feel safe, or a need to do something (Jackson & Ushner,
2015). The use of social media may serve as an opportunity to share one’s feelings of unresolved loss
therefore gaining an increased sense of support and a greater sense of control.  
 
Processing grief is less often viewed as an issue to be resolved but rather a coming to terms with the
loss experienced and maintaining one’s continuous connection to the deceased. In the treatment of
individuals suffering from grief, I often describe this process as a moving throughgrief rather than
getting overgrief. The rather recent theory of continuing bondsby Klass, Silverman, and Nickman (1996)
emphasizes and encourages the importance of maintaining a connection with the deceased. Social
media appears to facilitate this continued connection with the deceased. Similar to the continuing
bonds theory of grief which seeks to encourage connection to the 
deceased rather than disconnection, social media sites provide a 
continuous interaction with someone, even after they die 
(Hartman, 2012). Fans can connect with celebrities, as well as other 
fans, even after the celebrities’ death through the use of social media.
 The continuous connection to the deceased is further facilitated 
by social media given that this network of support is available 24 
hours a day for weeks, months, and even years after someone’s 
death. Mourning is increasingly becoming less and less associated 
with loss, occurring in an isolated period because social media offers
 opportunities to keep the connections with those who have died alive 
(Hartman, 2012).  
 
The use of social media should not be seen as replacing traditional ways 
of grieving and mourning. In fact, the use of social media appears to 
mirror traditional views of grieving and mourning and perhaps further 
support these processes. As Hartman (2012) aptly described it, “one 
form of mourning does not replace the other” (p. 455). Just as the use 
of social media does not replace the importance of actual interpersonal 
interactions and relationships, nor should one form of processing grief 
be viewed as better or worse. Instead, cybermourning appears to have 
added to the grieving process similar to the technological advances that are a part of our everyday life
(e.g., Google searching, movie and music streaming, online banking, etc.). Instead of cybermourning
replacing traditional ways of processing grief, we may be actually witnessing a merging of these types
of grieving. 
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For example, in the recent death of Kobe and Gianna Bryant, 
technology was used to allow mourners to learn about, register 
to attend, and donate to a public memorial. I myself was able to 
livestream the A Celebration of Life memorial using an app 
(YouTube) on my smartphone and my wireless speaker to hear 
the various musical performances as well as the condolences 
and eulogies of Kobe Bryant’s friends, fellow basketball players, 
and family. Although livestreaming this memorial slightly differs 
from posting on social media sites, I believe it shows how the use 
of technology has changed the grieving process (given I was able 
to be a part of a memorial that would have likely been impossible 
otherwise to attend due to factors such as location and time of day).

 
Given that social media is likely to be a part of the grieving process, 
it may be informative to be aware of the pros and cons of using 
social media to grieve and mourn. Falconer, Sachsenweger, Gibson, 
and Norman (2011) identified four tasks associated with 
mourning and some of the pros and cons of grieving online (see table
2 below).
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Although the pros and cons of online grieving as described by Falconer et al. (2011) appear to be specific
to individuals who knew the deceased personally, many of these may also be applicable in parasocial
grieving/mourning. The four tasks associated with mourning include the initial reactions to learning about
one’s death, processing the pain associated with the loss, readjusting following the loss, and reconnecting
with the deceased in a healthy manner thus allowing the individual to reengage into their everyday life. In
the initial learning of one’s death, the internet (such as social media sites), may allow faster dissemination
of death notices to a significant number of individuals and help individuals accept the reality of the
situation (Falconer et al., 2011). However, conversely, the remaining online persona through social media
might complicate the grieving process given that the individual is still accessible through previous
postings, pictures, and messages (Falconer et al., 2011). The accessibility to others and the ability to share
with them freely through the use of the internet about the loss experienced may help normalize and aid
in processing the pain associated with the loss (Falconer et al., 2011). The internet allows, even over great
geographical distances, connection and social support that might create a sense of community thus
helping the individual to readjust following experiencing a loss (Falconer et al., 2011). 



 

The internet allows, even over great geographical distances, connection and social support that might create a
sense of community thus helping the individual to readjust following experiencing a loss (Falconer et al., 2011).
However, conversely, grief might be complicated if one perceives the online persona is deteriorating,
particularly due to others no longer engaging with the individual’s social media, resulting in a sense of
abandonment of the deceased as well as dwindling social support (Falconer et al., 2011). Lastly, the internet,
including social media sites, might allow safe, welcoming, and vibrant places to process one’s grief through
online memorials, eulogies, pictures, and comments in a manner that allows the deceases’ memory to live on
(Falconer et al., 2011). However, the continuous accessibility of certain types of memorials or postings might be
discontinued, perhaps if family members close or remove them, which may complicate the grieving process for
some individuals (Falconer et al., 2011). As clinicians, we need to be informed of these pros and cons to help
assist individuals using social media in a manner that helps them move through the grieving process in healthy
ways.
 
Falconer et al. (2011) also provided several recommendations to help individuals in their grieving as related to
their use of the internet and connection with the deceased’s online persona. These pros and cons may also be
helpful in understanding how individuals connect through their online persona with celebrities and other fans.
First, as a clinician, you must understand the online persona of the individual and their interactions with the
deceased, which includes what social media sites are used and the nature of the online interactions (Falconer
et al., 2011). While some fans may simply follow a celebrity on a social media, others might post or comment
thus creating a stronger parasocial relationship which could result in a greater grief reaction upon their death.
Also, it may be beneficial for clinicians to be familiar with the availability of online resources, such as memorial
sites and online support groups, as well as maintain their knowledge of this growing field (Falconer et al., 2011).
Learning about cybermourning, including parasocial grieving/mourning (such as you are doing now), is
important for understanding how deaths might impact individuals as social media continues to be a part of our
everyday lives. It is also recommended that clinicians integrate online personas and the use of social media
into their case conceptualizations, including the purpose of the individual’s online usage, which might inform
whether an individual’s grief reaction is complicated or noncomplicated (Falconer et al., 2011). A greater
understanding of an individual’s connection with a celebrity through social media might help clinicians
understand their reactions to the celebrities’ death. Similarly, clinicians could benefit from understanding the
individual’s two-fold bond, with the deceased, specifically the nature of the relationship both online and offline
(Falconer et al., 2011). Fans might easily and readily have a connection with celebrities through social media,
but they may also have seen the individual while attending an event (e.g., basketball games), which can be
useful information for the clinician to know. Lastly, it is important for clinicians to recommend the most
appropriate online resources (Falconer et al., 2011). While an individual might identify as a fan of a celebrity
and connect with them using social media, a general recommendation to pursue online resources may be
insufficient in helping an individual adequately mourn.
 
In addition to the recommendations from Falconer et al. (2011), there appear to be some aspects of grieving
unique to parasocial relationships. While incorporation and introjection may occur as part of the grieving
process following the death of a known individual, they may present in unique ways subsequent to a celebrity’s
death. Incorportation,which consists of the possession of objects, engaging in activities, or visiting places
associated with the deceased, can serve as an important part of the grieving process (Klastrup, 2018; Radford
& Bloch, 2012). This might be observed in fans wearing Kobe Bryant jerseys or visiting the Staples Center in Los
Angeles.Introjection, which consists of reinforcing positive memories of the deceased through sharing
experiences as a means of holding on to and even strengthening the attachment to the individual, may also be
an important part of the grieving process (Klastrup, 2018; Radford & Bloch, 2012).
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Fans may recount their experiences of watching Kobe Bryant play basketball, including providing specific
encounters or events. Incorporation and introjection can explain some of the common reactions fans
demonstrate following the death of a celebrity. An understanding of these behaviors can allow clinicians a
greater understanding of what individuals might be experiencing and be recognized as normal in the
parasocial grieving/mourning process.
 
Similar to the sense of community and support described by Falconer et al. (2011), the importance of
parasocial relationships may be emphasized through the sharing of personal stories using social media (Rajan
& Sarkar, 2018). For example, tweeting or posting to social media might mirror the traditional form of a eulogy
(Rajan & Sarkar, 2018). This might explain why celebrities such as Shaquille O’Neal and James Lebron turn to
social media to express their grief as well as fans doing the same. The collective space, initiated by celebrities,
might create a collective mourning for everyone who wants to mourn (Rajan & Sarkar, 2018). Interestingly, fans
may process grief using the same means as individuals who knew the decreased personally, yet the amount of
time they process parasocial grief appears to differ. It appears as though fans might move through the grief
process faster in parasocial relationships than the loss of those they might have known directly (Radford &
Bloch, 2012). Also, the amount of highly emotional comments posted on social media sites appears to
decrease over time (Klastrup, 2018). This might indicate that the emotional impact as well as the healing
process is different in parasocial grieving/mourning than when the individual knows the deceased directly.
While there may be some similarities as well as differences in processing parasocial grieving/mourning, it may
be useful for clinicians to be informed of what fans may be going through so that clinicians can respond
adequately and understand the unique nature of parasocial relationships and the growing presence of
cybermourning.      
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Image 1. Screenshot from Shaq O’Neill’s public Twitter profile. Posted January 26, 2020.  
 
Image 2. Screenshot from Lebron James’ pubic Instagram profile. Posted January 28, 2020.  
 
Image 3. Screenshot from Ticketmaster public website. Screenshot taken February 15, 2020.
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