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Abstract

The shift toward distributed workforces has transformed employee—organization relationships, creating new
challenges for maintaining engagement and connection in digitally mediated environments. Traditional approaches
to engagement, rooted in physical proximity and direct interaction, are increasingly inadequate in remote contexts.
This article introduces the concept of the “parasocial contract” as a novel framework for understanding how
employees develop perceived connections with organizations through digital communication and virtual presence.
Drawing on a conceptual and thematic review of literature on digital leadership, virtual employer branding, and
employee engagement, the study explores how these elements can be leveraged to re-engage distributed employees.
The findings suggest that digital leadership—characterized by communication, visibility, and authenticity—plays a
critical role in fostering trust and connection. Similarly, consistent and credible virtual employer branding
strengthens employees’ identification with organizational values and purpose. Together, these factors create a
mediated yet meaningful form of engagement that can compensate for the absence of physical interaction. The study
contributes to the evolving discourse on digital work by integrating insights from HRM and media theory. It
concludes that organizations must strategically align leadership, branding, and technology to build sustained
engagement in distributed work environments.

Keywords: Parasocial contract; distributed workforce; digital leadership; virtual employer branding; employee
engagement

INTRODUCTION

The rapid rise of remote and distributed workforces has fundamentally transformed the way organizations
operate and manage their employees. Advances in digital technology, combined with global events and shifting
workforce expectations, have accelerated the transition from traditional office-based work to more flexible, location-
independent arrangements (Pass & Ridgway, 2022). Organizations now rely heavily on geographically dispersed
teams, often spanning different time zones and cultural contexts. This shift has introduced new opportunities for
flexibility, cost efficiency, and access to global talent. However, it has also redefined the nature of employee—
organization relationships, making them more mediated and less physically anchored. As a result, maintaining strong
connections between employees and organizations has become increasingly complex. This evolving landscape
requires new approaches to leadership and engagement (Adisa et al., 2021).

In parallel with the rise of distributed work, there has been a growing reliance on digital communication and
virtual collaboration tools. Platforms such as video conferencing, messaging applications, and collaborative software
have become essential for coordinating work and maintaining interaction among team members. These tools enable
real-time communication and information sharing, allowing organizations to function effectively despite physical
distance (Bellis et al., 2022). However, digital interactions often lack the richness and immediacy of face-to-face
communication, which can affect relationship-building and trust. Employees may experience feelings of isolation,
reduced visibility, and limited social connection. Over time, these challenges can weaken the sense of belonging and
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engagement within the organization. Therefore, while digital tools facilitate work processes, they do not
automatically ensure meaningful employee engagement (Leonardi, 2020). A key problem emerging in this context
is the decline in employee engagement and the weakening of organizational connection in remote settings. Without
regular in-person interactions, employees may feel disconnected from organizational culture, leadership, and peers.
This can lead to reduced motivation, lower commitment, and decreased productivity (Donnelly & Johns, 2020).
Traditional engagement strategies, which often rely on physical presence and direct supervision, may be less
effective in virtual environments. Additionally, the lack of informal interactions and social cues can hinder the
development of trust and emotional connection. These challenges highlight the need for new frameworks that address
the unique dynamics of distributed work. Organizations must find innovative ways to foster engagement and
maintain strong relationships in a digitally mediated environment (Baptista et al., 2020).

In response to these challenges, this article introduces the concept of the “parasocial contract” as a novel
lens for understanding employee—organization relationships in the digital age. Drawing from the idea of parasocial
interactions, where individuals form one-sided relationships through media, the concept is adapted to describe how
employees connect with organizations through digital channels. The parasocial contract emphasizes the role of
perceived connection, communication, and symbolic interaction in shaping engagement. This article aims to explore
how digital leadership and virtual employer branding can strengthen this form of connection and re-engage
distributed employees. By examining these strategies, the study seeks to provide insights into how organizations can
build meaningful relationships in virtual contexts. Ultimately, the goal is to contribute to the development of more
effective engagement practices for the modern, distributed workforce.

LITERATURE REVIEW
Employee Engagement in Virtual Contexts

Employee engagement in virtual contexts is influenced by several key drivers that shape how individuals
connect with their work and organization. Clear communication, meaningful work, and access to resources remain
fundamental, but their delivery mechanisms differ in remote settings. Digital tools must facilitate not only task
coordination but also interaction, feedback, and recognition (Baptista et al., 2020). Leadership visibility and
responsiveness become especially important, as employees rely on digital cues to interpret organizational priorities
and support. Additionally, autonomy and flexibility often enhance engagement, allowing employees to manage their
work in ways that suit their personal and professional needs. Opportunities for learning and development also
contribute to sustained engagement by keeping employees motivated and future-oriented (Hill et al., 2022). Together,
these drivers highlight that engagement in virtual environments depends on both structural support and relational
connection.

Despite these drivers, maintaining connection and motivation remotely presents significant challenges. The
absence of face-to-face interaction can lead to feelings of isolation and reduced emotional attachment to the
organization. Employees may struggle with unclear boundaries between work and personal life, leading to burnout
or disengagement (Lal et al., 2021). Communication gaps and delays can create misunderstandings and weaken
collaboration. Furthermore, the lack of informal social interactions reduces opportunities for relationship-building
and trust development. Over time, these factors can diminish motivation and commitment, especially if employees
feel overlooked or undervalued. Addressing these challenges requires intentional strategies that go beyond task
management to foster meaningful connections and a sense of belonging (Arunprasad et al., 2022).

Parasocial Relationships and the Workplace

Parasocial relationships refer to one-sided psychological connections that individuals form with media
figures or entities, often through repeated exposure and interaction in digital or mediated environments. Originally
studied in the context of television and social media, these relationships are characterized by a sense of familiarity,
trust, and emotional connection, despite the absence of direct reciprocity. Individuals may feel as though they “know”
a public figure or brand through consistent messaging and communication (Mutha & Srivastava, 2021). These
relationships are sustained through visibility, authenticity, and perceived accessibility. In digital environments,
parasocial interactions are increasingly common as individuals engage with content and personalities online. This
concept provides a useful framework for understanding how connections can be formed in the absence of physical
interaction (Singh, 2025). In the workplace, the concept of parasocial relationships can be extended to employee—
organization interactions, particularly in distributed settings. Employees may develop a sense of connection with
leaders or the organization through digital communication, branding, and virtual presence. For example, regular
video messages from leaders, personalized communication, and consistent organizational narratives can foster a
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perceived relationship (Fatima et al., 2024). This “parasocial contract” reflects employees’ expectations of
connection, support, and engagement based on these interactions. While not entirely reciprocal, these relationships
can still influence trust, commitment, and identification with the organization. By leveraging digital channels
effectively, organizations can strengthen these perceived connections. This application highlights the potential of
parasocial dynamics in enhancing engagement in remote work environments (Syamsuddin et al., 2026).

Digital Leadership

Digital leadership refers to the ability of leaders to effectively guide, influence, and support teams in
technology-mediated environments. It involves a combination of traditional leadership skills and digital
competencies, including communication, adaptability, and technological literacy. Key competencies include the
ability to communicate clearly across digital platforms, maintain visibility despite physical distance, and foster trust
through transparency and authenticity (Zoonen & Sivunen, 2021). Digital leaders must also be adept at managing
virtual collaboration tools and creating inclusive environments where all team members feel heard. Emotional
intelligence is particularly important, as leaders must interpret and respond to subtle cues in virtual interactions.
Additionally, digital leadership requires a proactive approach to engagement, ensuring that employees remain
connected and motivated. These competencies are essential for navigating the complexities of distributed work
(Hafermalz, 2020).

The role of digital leadership in virtual team management and engagement is critical. Leaders act as the
primary link between employees and the organization, shaping perceptions and experiences through their
communication and actions. In virtual settings, consistent and meaningful interaction helps build trust and reduce
feelings of isolation (Asmi, 2024). Digital leaders can enhance engagement by providing regular feedback,
recognizing achievements, and facilitating collaboration. They also play a key role in reinforcing organizational
culture and values through digital channels. By modeling desired behaviors and maintaining a strong virtual
presence, leaders can influence team dynamics and performance. Ultimately, effective digital leadership is essential
for sustaining engagement and fostering a sense of connection in distributed workforces (Yajuan & Parasuraman,
2025).

METHODOLOGY

This study adopts a conceptual and qualitative research design to explore the emerging concept of the
parasocial contract and its implications for employee engagement in distributed work environments. Given the
novelty and interdisciplinary nature of the topic, a conceptual framework approach is employed to integrate insights
from human resource management, digital leadership, media studies, and employer branding literature. The research
draws on a wide range of sources, including academic journal articles, digital workplace studies, and industry reports,
to ensure both theoretical rigor and practical relevance. Source selection is guided by their relevance to remote work
dynamics, leadership in virtual settings, and digital employer branding strategies. By synthesizing perspectives from
multiple domains, the study aims to provide a comprehensive understanding of how digital interactions shape
employee—organization relationships. This approach allows for the development of a nuanced framework that
captures the complexity of engagement in virtual contexts.

The analytical approach is based on thematic synthesis, which involves identifying recurring patterns and
themes across the selected literature. This method enables the integration of diverse findings into a coherent structure
that highlights the relationships between digital leadership, virtual employer branding, and employee engagement.
However, the study is subject to certain limitations. The rapidly evolving nature of digital work environments means
that new practices and technologies may emerge that are not fully captured in the current literature. Additionally, the
reliance on secondary sources may limit the ability to capture real-time organizational experiences. Variations in
definitions and conceptualizations across studies may also pose challenges for consistency. Despite these limitations,
the methodology provides valuable insights into the role of digital strategies in re-engaging distributed workforces.
It also offers a foundation for future empirical research to validate and extend the proposed framework.

Publish by Radja Publika

OPENg"\ ACCESS Page 2755 Ofs



THE PARASOCIAL CONTRACT: RE-ENGAGING THE DISTRIBUTED WORKFORCE THROUGH DIGITAL
Priyata Westraperdana et al

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
The Parasocial Contract Concept

The parasocial contract concept extends traditional understandings of employee—organization relationships
by emphasizing digitally mediated, perception-based connections. It refers to a form of psychological attachment
that employees develop through repeated exposure to organizational messages, leadership communication, and
virtual interactions. Unlike formal contracts or even implicit psychological contracts, the parasocial contract is
shaped by symbolic communication, visibility, and perceived accessibility (Rani et al., 2025). Employees form
impressions of the organization and its leaders through curated digital experiences, such as video messages, internal
platforms, and social media presence. These interactions create a sense of familiarity and connection, even in the
absence of direct, personal engagement. As a result, the parasocial contract is built on perception, consistency, and
emotional resonance rather than direct reciprocity (Busse & Weidner, 2020). This makes it particularly relevant in
distributed work environments where traditional interaction is limited.

The parasocial contract differs significantly from traditional psychological contracts, which are based on
mutual expectations and reciprocal obligations between employees and employers. While psychological contracts
rely on direct interactions and shared experiences, parasocial contracts are largely one-sided and mediated through
digital channels (Troise et al., 2022). Employees may feel connected to leaders or organizational values without
frequent personal interaction, relying instead on consistent communication and symbolic engagement. This creates
both opportunities and risks, as perceptions can be shaped effectively but may also lack depth if not supported by
authentic practices. Additionally, the parasocial contract places greater emphasis on communication quality and
narrative consistency. It requires organizations to be intentional in how they present themselves in digital
environments (Kuruppu & Egodawele, 2021). Ultimately, it represents a shift from relational contracts to perception-
driven engagement models.

Table 1. The Parasocial Contract vs Traditional Psychological Contract

Dimension Traditional Psychological Parasocial Contract Implications for Organizations
Contract
Nature of Mutual, reciprocal One-sided, perception- Requires managing employee
Relationship  expectations based connection perceptions through
communication
Mode of Direct, face-to-face Digitally mediated Emphasis on virtual
Interaction interactions interactions communication and presence
Basis of Shared experiences and Symbolic Importance of storytelling and
Connection personal exchange communication, leadership visibility
visibility, consistency
Engagement  Relational and transactional =~ Emotional resonance Focus on authenticity and
Mechanism exchanges and perceived consistent digital messaging
accessibility

The table as presented in Table 1 illustrates a fundamental shift in how employee—organization relationships
are formed and maintained in distributed work environments. While traditional psychological contracts rely on direct,
reciprocal interactions and shared experiences, the parasocial contract is shaped primarily through digitally mediated,
perception-based connections. This shift highlights the growing importance of communication quality, leadership
visibility, and consistent organizational messaging in fostering employee engagement (Awwad et al., 2025). Unlike
traditional models, where relationships are built through ongoing mutual exchanges, the parasocial contract depends
on how employees interpret and internalize symbolic interactions. This creates both opportunities for scalable
engagement and risks related to superficial or misaligned perceptions. The table also underscores the need for
organizations to be intentional and authentic in their digital presence to maintain trust and credibility (Rafi et al.,
2021). Overall, it emphasizes that managing employee relationships in modern workplaces requires a transition from
interaction-driven to perception-driven strategies.

Digital Leadership and Engagement
Digital leadership plays a pivotal role in driving employee engagement in distributed work environments
through effective communication, visibility, and authenticity. Leaders must leverage digital tools to maintain a

consistent presence and ensure that employees feel connected to organizational goals and values. Clear and frequent
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communication helps reduce uncertainty and keeps employees informed about priorities and expectations
(Petermann & Zacher, 2020). Visibility is equally important, as leaders who are regularly seen and heard through
virtual channels can create a stronger sense of connection. Authenticity further enhances engagement by fostering
trust and credibility, as employees are more likely to relate to leaders who communicate transparently and genuinely.
Together, these elements help bridge the gap created by physical distance. Digital leadership thus becomes a central
mechanism for sustaining engagement in virtual settings (Zhang-Zhang et al., 2022).

Building trust in virtual environments is one of the most critical challenges for digital leaders. Without face-
to-face interaction, trust must be developed through consistent behavior, reliability, and transparent communication.
Leaders must demonstrate empathy, responsiveness, and fairness in their interactions to create a supportive
environment (Cegarra-Navarro & Martelo-Landroguez, 2020). Providing regular feedback, recognizing
contributions, and encouraging participation can strengthen trust and engagement. Additionally, digital leaders must
be attentive to the diverse needs of remote employees, ensuring inclusivity and equal access to information. Trust is
reinforced when employees perceive that leaders are accessible and genuinely invested in their well-being. Over
time, these practices contribute to stronger relationships and higher levels of engagement (Salmen & Festing, 2021).
Effective digital leadership, therefore, is essential for building and maintaining trust in distributed teams.

Digital Leadership vs Traditional Leadership in Employee Engagement
Authenticity

Trust Builging

— Digital Leadership

- - icati
Traditional Leadership unication

Feedback

Figure 1. Double Radar Chart of Digital vs Traditional Leadership in Employee Engagement

The chart as shown in Figure 1 demonstrates that digital leadership consistently outperforms traditional
leadership across all key engagement dimensions, particularly in communication, visibility, authenticity, and trust-
building. These areas are critical in distributed work environments, where physical presence is absent and leaders
must rely on digital channels to maintain connection (Pass & Ridgway, 2022). The largest gaps appear in visibility
and feedback, highlighting how digital leaders leverage technology to remain accessible and responsive. While
traditional leadership shows moderate performance, it is less effective in fostering engagement in virtual contexts
due to its reliance on face-to-face interaction. The chart also indicates that empathy and inclusivity are essential
competencies that digital leaders must actively demonstrate to sustain engagement. Overall, the visualization
reinforces that effective digital leadership is central to building trust, maintaining relationships, and driving employee
engagement in distributed workforces (Adisa et al., 2021).

Virtual Employer Branding Strategies

Virtual employer branding strategies are essential for creating a consistent and compelling digital identity
that resonates with employees. In distributed work environments, the organization’s image is largely conveyed
through digital platforms, making consistency in messaging and communication critical. A strong virtual brand
reflects organizational values, culture, and purpose in a way that is easily recognizable and relatable (Bellis et al.,
2022). This includes the use of consistent visuals, tone, and narratives across internal and external channels. By
maintaining a cohesive digital presence, organizations can reinforce their identity and strengthen employee
connection. Additionally, storytelling and content creation can be used to highlight employee experiences and
organizational achievements. These strategies help create a sense of belonging and pride among employees

(Leonardi, 2020). The employee value proposition (EVP) in virtual settings must be clearly defined and effectively
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communicated to maintain engagement. In remote environments, employees rely on digital interactions to understand
what the organization offers in terms of growth, support, and recognition. A strong EVP emphasizes not only
compensation and benefits but also opportunities for development, work-life balance, and meaningful work
(Donnelly & Johns, 2020). Virtual employer branding should highlight these aspects through targeted
communication and engagement initiatives. Additionally, organizations must ensure that their branding aligns with
actual employee experiences to maintain credibility. Misalignment between messaging and reality can undermine
trust and engagement. Therefore, effective virtual employer branding requires both strategic communication and
authentic organizational practices (Baptista et al., 2020). This alignment is key to sustaining employee commitment
in distributed workforces.

Virtual Employer Brarg'gﬂ EEE%E%QE%

9.00 A
8.75 1
8.50 A
8.25 1
Authenticity Pufitabdentitication
8.00

7.75 A

7.50 A

Employee Engagement Impact

7.25 A
BrortsfienBalance

7.00 1@

7.00 7.25 7.50 7.75 8.00 8.25 8.50 8.75 9.00
Branding Strength

Figure 2. Scatter Plot of Virtual Employer Branding Strategies and Employee Engagement Impact

The chart as shown in Figure 2 illustrates the relationship between branding strength and employee
engagement impact across key virtual employer branding elements. Factors such as consistent messaging, digital
identity, and EVP communication appear in the high-impact, high-strength quadrant, indicating their strong influence
on employee engagement in distributed environments. Elements like storytelling and work-life balance show
moderate positioning, suggesting they contribute meaningfully but may require stronger alignment or execution (Hill
et al., 2022). Authenticity and employee experience are positioned centrally, highlighting their role as foundational
drivers that influence both perception and engagement. The clustering of most variables in the upper range suggests
that effective virtual branding practices tend to reinforce one another. Overall, the chart demonstrates that
organizations must strategically align multiple branding elements to maximize engagement and sustain connection
in remote work settings (Lal et al., 2021).

Re-Engaging The Distributed Workforce

Re-engaging the distributed workforce requires a strategic combination of digital leadership and virtual
employer branding. Leaders and organizations must work together to create a cohesive experience that reinforces
connection and engagement. Digital leadership provides the relational foundation through communication, trust-
building, and visibility, while employer branding shapes perceptions and identity (Arunprasad et al., 2022). When
these elements are aligned, they create a powerful synergy that enhances employee engagement. Employees are more
likely to feel connected when they receive consistent messages from both leadership and organizational branding.
This integrated approach ensures that engagement efforts are both relational and symbolic. As a result, organizations
can rebuild and strengthen connections in virtual environments (Mutha & Srivastava, 2021). Technology and
communication platforms play a central role in enabling this integration. Tools such as collaboration platforms,
intranets, and video conferencing systems facilitate interaction and information sharing across distributed teams.
These platforms also serve as channels for delivering leadership communication and reinforcing employer branding
messages (Singh, 2025). Effective use of technology can enhance engagement by making communication more
accessible, interactive, and personalized. However, technology alone is not sufficient; it must be supported by
thoughtful strategies and human-centered approaches. Organizations must ensure that digital tools are used to foster
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meaningful connections rather than merely transmit information. By leveraging technology effectively, organizations
can create engaging and connected virtual work environments (Fatima et al., 2024).

CONCLUSION

This study highlights the growing importance of rethinking employee—organization relationships in the
context of distributed workforces. The concept of the parasocial contract provides a valuable framework for
understanding how employees develop perceived connections with organizations through digital interactions. Unlike
traditional psychological contracts, this form of engagement is shaped by communication, visibility, and symbolic
presence rather than direct, reciprocal relationships. The findings emphasize that digital leadership and virtual
employer branding are critical in strengthening these connections. By fostering authenticity, trust, and consistent
messaging, organizations can mitigate the challenges of physical distance and disengagement. The integration of
these elements enables organizations to move beyond transactional relationships toward more meaningful and
sustained engagement. Ultimately, the parasocial contract offers a new lens for managing engagement in digitally
mediated work environments.

From a practical perspective, the study underscores the need for organizations to adopt a strategic and
integrated approach to re-engaging distributed employees. Digital leadership must be intentional, emphasizing
communication quality, empathy, and visibility, while virtual employer branding should consistently reflect
organizational values and employee experiences. Technology serves as an enabler, but its effectiveness depends on
how it is used to create authentic and interactive experiences. Organizations must also remain adaptable, as digital
work environments continue to evolve rapidly. Future research should explore empirical validation of the parasocial
contract and examine its long-term impact on employee outcomes such as commitment and performance. By aligning
leadership, branding, and technology, organizations can create a cohesive and engaging virtual work experience.
This approach is essential for building resilient, connected, and high-performing distributed workforces.
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