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“Why losing Kobe Bryant felt like 

losing a friend” 
By Edward R. Hirt 

Lex. 810 

On the afternoon of January 26, I was at the Indiana men's basketball 

game when a chorus of cellphones in the crowd pinged, alerting them to 

the news of Kobe Bryant's death. I was astonished at how quickly fans' 

attention switched from the game to utter shock and disbelief at the news 

of Bryant's passing. 

Soon, it seemed like the entire nation was in mourning. 

Sure, we might expect the basketball world to grieve the passing of one of its all-time greats. But grief 

came from all corners. The Grammy Awards featured poignant tributes to Bryant. President Donald 

Trump and former President Barack Obama offered their condolences. People who had never met 

Bryant told reporters they felt like they had just lost a family member. 

How can so many be so deeply affected by the death of someone they've never even met? Why might 

some people see Kobe Bryant as a family member? 

As a social psychologist, I'm not surprised by these reactions. I see three main reasons, grounded in 

psychology, that explain why Bryant's death had such a profound effect on so many people.  

 

Feelings Formed From Afar 

Psychologists Shira Gabriel and Melanie Green have written about how many of us form what are called 

"parasocial bonds" with other people. These tend to be one-way relationships with people whom we've 

never met or interacted with, but nonetheless feel intimately connected to. 

Although ideas about parasocial bonds were first developed in the 1950s, they've garnered a lot of 

attention over the past couple of decades. For example, loyal fans of Oprah Winfrey and Ellen 

DeGeneres watch their shows almost every day, with the hosts actively trying to build a warm rapport 

with their viewers and their audience developing intense feelings of attachment. 

But interest in parasocial relationships has exploded in the age of social media. People who follow 

celebrities on Twitter and Instagram get access to their relationships, emotions, opinions, triumphs and 

travails. 

Even though it's a one-way relationship – what are the chances a celebrity actually responds to a fan's 

message on social media? – fans can feel a profound level of intimacy with the famous people they 

follow. Kobe Bryant, with over 15 million followers on Twitter and nearly 20 million followers on 

Instagram, clearly had a massive following.  
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The "What If" Factor 

Still, there was something about Bryant's death that seemed particularly tragic. 

There's no way to measure whether the outpouring of public grief surpassed that of recent celebrity 

deaths like Michael Jackson, Prince or Robin Williams. But it's certainly possible that the unique 

circumstances surrounding Kobe Bryant's death evoked stronger emotions. 

Bryant died in a helicopter during extremely foggy conditions. This can lead to a lot of "what ifs," 

otherwise known as "counterfactual thoughts." Work by psychologists Daniel Kahneman and Amos 

Tversky has shown that when we can easily come up with ways to undo an outcome – say, "if it had 

been a clear day, Kobe would still be alive" – it can intensify the anger, sadness or frustration about a 

negative event. It makes the death seem that much more random – and make us feel like it never should 

have happened in the first place. 

Furthermore, Bryant's 13-year-old daughter, Gianna, died in the accident, along with seven others. This 

broadens Bryant's identity beyond the basketball court, reminding people of his role as a father of four 

daughters – three of whom will now have to live without their sister and father.  

 

It's About Us, Not Him 

I'd also add that our grief over 

Kobe's death may actually be less 

about him – and more about us. 

According to "terror management 

theory," reminders of our own 

mortality evoke an existential 

terror. In response, we search for 

ways to give our lives meaning and seek comfort and reassurance by connecting with loved ones. I found 

it striking that following the news of Bryant's death, his former teammate Shaquille O'Neal said that he 

had called up several estranged friends in order to make amends. Bryant's death was a stark reminder 

that life's too short to hold onto petty grudges. 

Similarly, after the loss of loved ones, we'll often hear people suggest hugging those we love tightly, or 

living every day to the fullest. 

Many had felt like they had gotten to know Bryant after watching him play basketball on TV for 20 years. 

His death was random and tragic, reminding us that we, too, will someday die – and making us wonder 

what we'll have to show for our lives. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Edward R. Hirt is a professor of psychological and brain sciences at Indiana University. 
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Name________________________________ MCQs “Why Losing Kobe Bryant Felt Like Losing a Friend” 

Date_____________________________Extended Learning Time:  Cover, Search, Compare MCQ Strategy 

COVER, SEARCH, COMPARE (CSC):  STRATEGY FOR ANSWERING MULTIPLE CHOICE QUESTIONS 

WHY SHOULD WE USE MCQ STRATEGIES? 

 Most students have very few strategies to use when they answer multiple choice questions. 

 Test creators who make MCQs use “distractor” choices to trick students into answering 

incorrectly. 

 Students think writing portions of tests seem to be more important than answering MCQs 

correctly.  This is not true.  MCQs are often worth equal points to writing portions of tests.   

 Points gained from MCQs often play a huge factor for students’ success on formal tests. (Ex., 

NYS ELA, Math, Science, and high school Regents examinations) 

 

 

1. Read the following paragraph from the section sub-titled,  It's About Us, Not Him: 

“According to ‘terror management theory,’ reminders of our own mortality evoke an 

existential terror. In response, we search for ways to give our lives meaning and seek 

comfort and reassurance by connecting with loved ones. I found it striking that following 

the news of Bryant's death, his former teammate Shaquille O'Neal said that he had 

called up several estranged friends in order to make amends. Bryant's death was a stark 

reminder that life's too short to hold onto petty grudges.” 

Which of the following phrases from the paragraph provides context clues to the meaning of the 

word "mortality"? 

 

(A)  It was a time period when black people fought to bring an end to the Civil War and 

slavery in the South.  They marched and protested to get the right to vote, go to school, 

earn fair wages and own land in the South. 

(B)  It was a time period when black people were trying to combat some of the racism they 

faced because of the Black Codes. They were able to get both the North and South to let 

blacks hold office and serve on juries. 

(C)  It was a time period when black people played a huge role in rewriting the constitutions 

of the South. They demanded more rights and elected black delegates who worked with 

white delegates to make the South better for everyone. 

(D)  It was a time period when black people were able to punish the slave owners and 

create laws that kept them from office. They saw lasting success with this and the strong 

alliances created during Reconstruction ensured that the white elite would not gain 

power and make racist laws again. 

 

 

 



2. Read the following sentence from the sub-titled section Feelings From Afar: 

“Psychologists Shira Gabriel and Melanie Green have written about how many of us 

form what are called ‘parasocial bonds’ with other people.” 

What does the author use the word "parasocial" to mean? 

 

(A)  Johnson's actions caused them to feel apologetic about their past actions as slave 

owners and many were inspired to help African-Americans to get rights. 

(B)  Johnson's actions discouraged them from following the Black Codes and many decided 

to attend constitutional conventions to pass laws that benefited everyone. 

(C)  Johnson's actions caused them to secretly try to get power back in the South and to 

force African-Americans to go back into slavery-like conditions. 

(D)  Johnson's actions inspired them to commit acts of violence and intimidation toward 

African-Americans in an attempt to re-establish control in the South. 

 

3. Which answer choice best explains why the author wrote the article? 

 

(A)  overturned; intensified 

(B)  validated; increased 

(C)  swapped; diminished 

(D)  propelled; decreased 

 

 

4. Read the following paragraph from the article: 

“But interest in parasocial relationships has exploded in the age of social media. People 

who follow celebrities on Twitter and Instagram get access to their relationships, 

emotions, opinions, triumphs and travails.” 

How does this paragraph support the author's position? 

 

(A)  emergence 

(B)  assertive 

(C)  celebrated 

(D)  height 
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1. Read the following paragraph from the section sub-titled,  It's About Us, Not Him: 

“According to ‘terror management theory,’ reminders of our own mortality evoke an 

existential terror. In response, we search for ways to give our lives meaning and seek 

comfort and reassurance by connecting with loved ones. I found it striking that following 

the news of Bryant's death, his former teammate Shaquille O'Neal said that he had 

called up several estranged friends in order to make amends. Bryant's death was a stark 

reminder that life's too short to hold onto petty grudges.” 

Which of the following phrases from the paragraph provides context clues to the meaning of the 

word "mortality"? 

 

(A)  comfort and reassurance 

(B)  to make amends 

(C)  a stark reminder 

(D) life's too short 

 

 

2. Read the following sentence from the sub-titled section Feelings From Afar: 

“Psychologists Shira Gabriel and Melanie Green have written about how many of us 

form what are called ‘parasocial bonds’ with other people.” 

What does the author use the word "parasocial" to mean? 

 

(A)  meaningful 

(B)  one-sided 

(C)  celebrity 

(D)  unhealthy 

 

 

 

 

 



 

3. Which answer choice best explains why the author wrote the article? 

 

(A)  to convince readers that Kobe Bryant's death was more tragic than other recent 

celebrity death 

(B)  to describe Kobe Bryant's skills and achievements in basketball and other areas of his 

life 

(C)  to provide psychological explanations for why Kobe Bryant's death had such an impact 

on people 

(D)  to compare the impact of a celebrity death like Kobe Bryant's with the death of a friend 

or family member 

 

 

4. Read the following paragraph from the article: 

“But interest in parasocial relationships has exploded in the age of social media. People 

who follow celebrities on Twitter and Instagram get access to their relationships, 

emotions, opinions, triumphs and travails.” 

How does this paragraph support the author's position? 

 

(A)  It emphasizes the role of social media in how people create bonds with one another. 

(B)  It provides examples of other celebrity deaths that have had a similar effect on people. 

(C)  It illustrates the effect of social media on people's expressions of grief and sadness. 

(D)  It helps to explain why people today feel so closely connected to celebrities they have 

never met. 


